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PREFACE

Since its first publication, Oscar Wilde's novel, The Picture of
Dorian Gray, has almost never been out of print; and it has been made
into a movie at least, twice.

It has had an appeal for audiences of

diverse ages, interests, and nationalities, probably because "it is the
spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors," and each succeeding
reader has been able to see something of himself in the story.

However,

no one, to my knowledge, contends that the novel is a perfect work, even
though it is generally conceded to be one of Wilde's masterworks, as well
as a masterpiece of gothic fiction.,

It is a tribute, then, to Wilde's

art, that "like Chesterton, like Lang, like Boswell, Wilde is among those
fortunate writers who can do without the approval of the critics and even,
at times, without the reader's approval, and the pleasure we derive from
his company is irresistible and constant."
Although the novel holds an important position in the body of
Wilde's work, it has not been the subject of a thorough study.

Some

critics devote a chapter to The Picture of Dorian Gray in their of

■'“Oscar Wilde, "Preface" to The Picture of Dorian Gray in The
Writings of Oscar Wilde (15 vols.; London: Keller-Farmer Company,
1907). All further references to Wilde's works, with the exception of
De Profundis and the first version of The Picture of Dorian Gray, which
was published in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine, are to this edition.
Because this edition has unnumbered volumes, I have assigned the numbers
which appear in the bibliography for ease of reference.
2
“Jorge Luis Borges, Other Inquisitions 1937-1952, trans. by
Ruth L. C. Simms (Austin, Texas: U. of Texas Press, 1964), p. 81.
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examination of Wilde's art, but more often than not, critical attention
is confined to essays on the novel as it affects Wilde's other works.
There is a need, then, for an examination of the novel itself, as it
was first published in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine, and as it was
later expanded and published in book form, as well as of its place in
the corpus of Wilde's work.
Such a study could be undertaken with more confidence if the
circumstances of Wilde's life immediately before and during the writing
of his novel were known more surely.

However, after his imprisonment,

his belongings were sold at auction and his house was ransacked.

His

manuscripts, many letters, and other valuable source materials were
lost.

As a result of his disgrace, many of his friends destroyed all

references they had to Wilde or his work.

For example, Andre Gide

met Wilde on November 27, 1891, and saw him every day until December
15, 1891, but the pages in his journal for these dates have been torn
out, and his reminiscences are less than complete.
There have been many reminiscences published about Wilde, but
for the most part the authors avoid comment on Wilde's personal life,
possibly in an attempt to de-emphasize the scandal attached to his
name following his trial, and concentrate rather on his public per
sonality— Wilde, the wit, the raconteur, the dandy.
his friends praise him while his enemies condemn.

Those who were
Memories are

notoriously faulty and therefore stories conflict.

-^Rupert Hart-Davis, ed., The Letters of Oscar Wilde (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1962), p. 298, fn. 6. Hereafter cited
as Letters.

Biographies and much of the criticism of Wilde's work rely on
these often conflicting reminiscences.

As so often happens when little

documentary evidence is available, critics frequently use each other as
referents.

Of his biographies, Hesketh Pearson's is by far the best,

but it is neither definitive, nor free from inaccuracies.^
Rupert Hart-Davis edited Wilde's letters in 1962, and his work,
which is a boon to Wilde scholars, has been used extensively in this
dissertation.
dence was lost.

However, it is obvious that much of Wilde's correspon
When quoting from Wilde's letters, I have usually

referred only to the page on which the quotation may be found, unless
the date had some bearing on the subject under discussion.

Letters

contains the complete letter from which De Profundis was taken, and
therefore, every quotation from De Profundis will refer to this volume.
The one bibliography of Wilde's complete works is not definitive;
neither is there a definitive edition of his wovk.

All of the editions

of Wilde's complete works have been long out of print.

The Methuen edi

tion is generally considered to be the best but it was not available for
my use.

Inasmuch as editions of Wilde's complete works are extremely

difficult to obtain, I was fortunate in that Dr. Bernard O'Kelly put at
my disposal the Keller edition, a complete edition which has been of the
utmost value to me.
As a general rule, I worked with the original version of The
Picture of Dorian Gray as it was published in Li.pincott's Monthly
Magazine for July 1890, pp. 3-100, noting, when pertinent, changes

^Hesketh Pearson, Oscar Wilde, His Life and Wit (New York:
Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1946). Hereafter cited as 0.W.
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made in the story as it was later published in book form.

Reference to

"DG I" refers to the magazine version; "DG II" refers to Volume II in
the Keller edition of Wilde's works.
In order to understand Wilde's novel as an expression of both
Wilde, the man, and Wilde, the artist, it was necessary to trace the
development of his themes, symbols, and his use of form.
examined each in a separate chapter.

I have

(Wilde used both conventional

literary symbols, and personal symbols, those which he developed him
self.

For example, both the red rose, a conventional literary symbol,

and the soul, Wilde's personal symbol, can signify desire.

Form, to

Wilde, was a combination of Coleridge's "mechanic form" and a thematic
form.

He strove to maintain an almost mathematically exact balance

in the parts of a work, and within these parts, his thematic state
ments were equally balanced.)

Wilde's attitude toward life is par

ticularly evident in his characters.

The three major characters,

Basil Hallward, Dorian Gray, and Lord Henry Wotton, have received
individual scrutiny.

The minor characters, including some who

appear but never speak, and others who are discussed, but never
appear, are also revelatory, and they are discussed in a separate
chapter.
A study of the novel could not be complete without an examina
tion of the changes Wilde made when he expanded his novel for publica
tion in book form..

In each chapter I have discussed the first version,

that which appeared in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine, and then I have
noted those changes or additions made for the later publication of the
book which are significant.
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Throughout the dissertation I have used Jungian terminology to
explain the motivation of Wilde's characters.

I was influenced in this

respect by the fact that Wilde seems to have anticipated Jung in his
writings.

Wilde was interested in particular with the shadow as the

manifestation of the vaaic desires of man, and with the female as a
conscience figure, parallel of Jung's anima.

The Jungian shadow

represents the imprisoned desires, emotions, and attitudes of man;
it is the product of what man's conscious mind suppresses.

The

anima, the feminine element in man, is connected with emotion and
feeling, and tempers the more traditionally calculating male attitude.
In addition to the shadow and the anima, I have referred
several times to various characters as ego projections of Wilde; that
is, they are the manifestations of the desires and fears of the author
himself.
Many people have helped me in the preparation of this disserta
tion.

I would particularly like to thank Dr. Bernard O'Kelly, without

whose help this dissertation probably could not have been written.
Dr. Ben Collins has been most kind and generous with his assistance.
I am also grateful to Dr. Frank Wilson, Dr. Robert Caldwell, Dr.
Russell Peterson, Mr. Charles Linkletter, and the staff of the Interlibrary Loan Section of the Chester Fritz Library, who were of
inestimable service.

And I commend my family for their patience.
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ABSTRACT

In order to understand The Picture of Dorian Gray as an expression
of Wile a the man, as well as Wilde the artist, it is necessary not only to
compare the first version of the novel as it appeared in Lippincott1s
Monthly tagazine with the later expanded version published in book form,
but it is also necessary to trace the development of Wilde’s themes and
symbols,

tnd his use of form in his earlier work, particularly in his

fairy talt 3 — stories which are closely allied with Dorian Gray in the
aforementimed aspects.
Wide's use of symbols to denote guilt and doom increases through
the years, and almost all of the symbols used in Dorian Gray reflect
these feelings.

His use of form (mechanical structure) is almost mathe

matically jrecise, and illustrative of his themes.
episode wit

1

The balancing of

episode, character with character, clearly illustrates the

Lord Henry-Basil Hallward-Dorian relationship as well as Wilde's inter
est in the dichotomy of soul and body.

The soul-and-body theme runs

through hi! work as does the Tannhatiser theme.
cognizant

Both serve to make us

if Wilde's inner conflicts and feelings of guilt as do the

other their is in the novel— the Faust, Pygmalion, and marriage themes.
Tie novel can be interpreted on three levels.
is a vari ition of the Faustian myth.

Superficially it

On a second level it is the auto

biograph: cal statement of Wilde, the artist, and Wilde, the hedonist,
who influences young men.

On a third level it is also autobiographical;

it is the confessional tale of the conflict within Wilde of the two
aspects of his nature— the artist and hedonist— and of how he has
attempted to reconcile these aspects with himself, as Dorian.

As

such, it is an admission of defeat.
The second and expanded version of Dorian Gray reflects
increased feelings of guilt, and animosity toward women and marriage.
It also shows evidence that Wilde attempted to erase homosexual
references, and that he had a greater propensity for decorative
prose.

Finally, there is a marked increase in the witty dialogue

for which Wilde later became so famous.
The earlier version of the novel is superior to the later ver
sion.

The pier is not strong in either version, but it is tighter in

the original.

Characterizations are more believable in the original,

and form is more illustrative of meaning.

While witty conversation

is amusing in the later version, decorative description tends to be
overdone.

Both versions reflect Wilde's feelings of guilt, his need

to atone, and his inner conflict— the later version to a greater
extent than the original.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

I

Hesketh Pearson has said that Oscar Wilde's "personality is
paramount in all his works" (0.W., 128).

Wilde surely would have con

ceded that this statement is true, believing as he did that "all artis
tic creation is absolutely subjective. . . , For out of ourselves we
can never pass, nor can there be in creation what in the creator was
not" ("The Critic as Artist," I, 201, 2C2).
Inasmuch as he was extremely subjective, it is important to
understand his personality if we are to understand his work.

In the

case of Dorian Gray, it is particularly vital that we consider his
pacsion for beauty, his interest in Catholicism and individualism,
his homosexuality, and his concomitant sense of guilt.
Wilde's love of beauty, which was life-long, is evident in
nearly everything he wrote.
home, in people, in art.
II, 45).

He discussed beauty in religion, in the

For him, "beauty is a form of Genius" (DG

More than that, it is everlasting, because it "is the only

thing that time cannot harm" ("Lecture on the English Renaissance,"
IV, 114).

And it is to be avidly pursued inasmuch as "to discern

the beauty of a thing is the finest point to which we can arrive"
("The Critic as Artist," I, 235).

2
His aesthetic creed, almost all of which is found either in
Dorian Gray or its "Preface," holds that the artist is a seeker after
beauty who cannot abide by any set rules for living, since he must
search for beauty through experiences and through testing various
beliefs.

Art itself becomes a means of self-realization, a means of

making of life a work of art; it is the result of what the artist is.
As a result, it is, of necessity, symbolic; just as it is intensely
individual.
Art is not an imitation of nature; if nature is used, it must
be transformed into artistic convention.

Neither is art concerned

with morality; a work may have a moral, but this is not its prime pur
pose.

Form is of the utmost importance in revealing the beauty of the

work.

And it is by examining form that the critic can find, in a work

of art, beauty and meaning which the original artist need not have con
sciously created, and of which he may be unaware.
critic becomes a creator.

In this way, the

Art becomes, then, a two-way mirror,

reflecting both the artist and the reader.
Holding these beliefs, Wilde attempted to surround himself with
beautiful objects, to seek beauty through sensual experimentation, and
to make of his life a work of art.
His obsession with the beautiful is reflected in his ego pro
jections.

Star-child is "enamoured of beauty" ("The Star-Child," VII,

239), while the young King has a "strange passion for beauty" ("The
Young King," VII, 99).

In Dorian Gray, Basil believes his role as

artist is to "'create beautiful things'" (DG II, 27); Lord Henry
declares that "'beauty is the wonder of wonders'" (DG II, 46); and
to many of his friends, Dorian is one "of those whom Dante describes

3
as having sought to 'make themselves perfect by the worship of beauty
(DG II, 236).
However, Wilde's love of beauty became excessive, possibly as an
attempt to camouflage the unhappy or sordid aspects of life in nineteenth
century Europe which he did not want to admit existed.
as much when he was in prison.

He acknowledged

"My only mistake was that I confined

myself so exclusively to the trees of what seemed to me the sun-gilt
side of the garden, and shunned the other side for its shadow and its
gloom" (Letters, p. 475).

Wilde admits to a hatred of suffering and a

deliberate attempt to avoid any contact with it, as well as to the
express desire to cultivate pleasure, and to avidly pursue beauty.
(See for example, Letters, p. 147, and pp. 471-476.)

His characters

reflect his attitude by finding in beauty an anodyne for pain.

The

young King seeks to "find in beauty an anodyne from pain" (VII, 6).
Dorian Gray leaves Sibyl Vane and "the perfume of the flowers and
their beauty seemed to bring him an anodyne for his pain" (DG II,
164), while later, his fear of his portrait inspires him to collect
treasures, for they and "everything he collected in his lovely house,
were to be to him means of forgetfulness" (DG_ II, 255).

Even Gil

bert, in "The Critic as Artist," refers to the power of beautiful
music to supply this "anodyne against pain" (I, 160).

•'-I have not been able to determine to which of Dante's works
Wilde is referring. Dante generally speaks of divine beauty and of
perfection attained through divine grace. For Dante, beauty is the
effulgence of truth, the harmony and order of the cosmos, sanctifying
grace, etc. He does not think in aesthetic terms, but in analogical
and theological terms.
For further discussion of Dorian's worship of beauty see
Chapter VII, p. 132.

4
Wilde's interest in Catholicism and in Christ as "the most
supreme of Individualists” (Letters, p. 479), was as pervasive as his
passion for beauty.

This attraction probably began at Oxford, where

he had many Catholic friends who urged his conversion to their faith.
However, when he decided to join the Catholic Church, the priest he
approached would not accept him.

It was the feeling of his friends

that his attraction was based more on aesthetic considerations than
it was on faith; nevertheless, Wilde seems to have been somewhat
unhappy about his rejection.

His frequent unfavorable and gratuitous

treatments of and allusions to the clergy in his work perha^c reflect
a lingering resentment over this rejection.
point.

Dorian Gray is a case in

Declaring that intellect destroys the beauty of the face, Lord

Henry insists that all men in learned professions are hideous.
Except, of course, in the Church. But then in the church they
don't think. A bishop keeps on saying at the age of eighty
what he was told to say when he was a boy of eighteen, and
as a natural consequence he always looks absolutely delight
ful (DG, II, 12, 13).
As the years passed, Wilde remained fascinated by the ritual,
the vestments, and the art of the church, but he considered himself an
antinomian (Letters, p. 468).
An integral part of Wilde the antinomian, was Wilde the indi
vidualist, who believed that the "primary aim of [each person] is self
development" ("The Soul of Man Under Socialism," V, 177).

"Self

development" and "self-realization" became key words for Wilde inas
much as "the true perfection of man lies, not in what man has, but in
what man is" ("The Soul of Man Under Socialism," V, 132).

Even when

he was in prison he maintained that "I am far more of an individual
ist than I ever was" (Letters, p. 476).

As an individualist and

5
artist, he strove to imitate Christ, who, Wilde believed, said to man,
"'You have a wonderful personality.

Develop it.

Soul of Man Under Socialism," V, 137).

Be yourself'" ("The

Accordingly, Wilde maintained

that "he who would lead a Christ-like life is he who is perfectly and
absolutely himself" ("The Soul of Man Under Socialism," V, 141).
Not only is Christ an individualist, but an artist.

The "true

precursor of the romantic movement in life" (Letters, p. 477), his
"place indeed is with the poets" (Letters, p. 477).

The emulation of

Christ became, then, Wilde's excuse for acts which he maintained were
part of the search for self-realization, his justification for his
individualism.
"The new Individualism is the new Hellenism," ("The Soul of
Man Under Socialism," V, 185), said Wilde, but in turning to Hellen
ism he also turned to "Uranian love," his apologia for his homosexual
ity.

Becoming increasingly involved with sexual experimentation, he

increasingly denigrated women.

Once he had established that women

were unworthy of being loved, he had a justification for his sexual
proclivities.
What might be considered a sado-masochistic tendency can be
seen throughout his work.

In "Impression du Matin," for example, we

read of the woman with the "heart of stone" (VIII, 123), while in
"Serenade," the loved one is "so cruel and so fair" (VIII, 130).

The

Duchess of Padua accuses Guido, her lover, of the murder she has com
mitted.

And Bianca, in A Florentine Tragedy, refusing to send for a

priest to console her dying lover, berates him and returns to her
husband's arms.

Salome is probably the epitome of cruelty, dancing

in the blood of one man to obtain the head of another— Iokanaan,

6
John the Baptist.
sciously so.

Even a female child is cruel, although less con

The heartless Infanta laughs as the pitiful Dwarf dies

of a broken heart.
The depiction of woman as cruel was only a part of Wilde's
attack on the sex.

Women are also dull, uninteresting and conniving;

and marriage, at best, is tedium.

These aspects will be discussed

further in Chapters IV and VIII.
While the denial of woman is clearly present in Wilde's art,
so also is his involvement with foot-fetishism, which Krafft-Ebing
categorizes as a homosexual deviation.

3

The homosexual, when brought

into contact with woman, may display a fetishistic interest in her.
The foot fetish is particularly common because it can be associated
with the masochistic idea of being trampled underfoot by the cruel
woman or of abasing oneself before her.^
Possible foot-fetishism can be found in "The Fisherman and
His Soul," Salome, and Dorian Gray, all of which were written after
Wilde had become a confirmed homosexual.

In "The Fisherman and His

Soul," the Soul, who has been sent away from the Fisherman, tries
unsuccessfully for two years to allure him with riches and wisdom,
but the Fisherman cannot be tempted until the Soul tells him of a
dancing girl he has seen whose "face was veiled with a veil of
Richard Von Krafft-Ebing, The Psychopathia Sexualis, trans.
by Arthur Vivian Burbury (London: Panther Books, Ltd., 1965), pp.
305-310.
^On the other hand, it is possible that Wilde did not have a
foot fetish but was attempting to titillate the middle-class public.
According to Lord Arthur Douglas, testifying under oath, Wilde studied
Krafft-Ebing and intended Salome "to be an exhibition of perverted
sexual passion" (Joseph Dean, Hatred, Ridicule cr Contempt (London:
Pan Books, Ltd., 1955), p. 32.
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gauze, but her feet were naked.

Naked were her feet, and they moved

over the carpet like little white pigeons" (VII, 115).

Hearing this,

the Fisherman remembers that his Mermaid has no feet and cannot dance,
and "a great desire came over him" (VII, 115).

He leaves the Mermaid.

Later, when the Fisherman goes back to the sea to beg the Mermaid's
forgiveness, the Soul once more tries to tempt him with descriptions
of dancing girls "whose feet are painted with henna" (VII, 124), and
of one dancer, in particular, who dances "for peacocks, sometimes on
her hands, and at other times with her feet" (VII, 124).
is evidently intended to be especially enticing.

The latter

Near the end of the

story, when the Mermaid's body is washed ashore, the Fisherman stays
with her, realizing that "love is better than wisdom, and more pre
cious than riches, and fairer than the feet of the daughters of men"
(VII, 130).
described.

In none of these passages is the face or body of a woman
The erotic desire is directed at the feet.

In Salome, the young Syrian Captain, Salome, and Herod, all
seem to have the same aberration.

The captain, comparing the moon

to a princess with "little white doves for feet'" (III, 10), is
thinking of Salome, and his desire is centered on her feet.

Later,

Salome tells Iokanaan of her consuming passion for him in fetishistic terms.
Thy mouth is redder than the feet of those who tread wine in
the wine-press. It is redder than the feet of the doves who
inhabit the temples and are fed by the priests. It is red
der than the feet of him who cometh from a forest where he
hath slain a lion, and seen gilded tigers (III, 35).
Herod's foot-fetish is apparent just before Salome dances for
him.

He ecstatically cries, "'Ah, thou art to dance with naked feet!

. . . Thy little feet will be like white doves.

They will be like little

white flowers'" (III, 69).
Lord Henry's fetish is not apparent in DG_ I, but it is in D(3 II.
When he discusses a duchess with Dorian, the only physical characteris
tic he mentions is her pretty feet.
It is the feet of clay that makes [sic] the gold of the Image
precious. Her feet are very pretty, but they are not feet of
clay. White porcelain feet, if you like. They have been
through fire, and what fire does not destroy, it hardens.
She has had experiences (DG II, 329).
The aphorism about feet of clay is fairly common, and generally
is used with reference to lack of morals.

In this case, however,

although the duchess "has had experiences," she does not have feet of
clay.

Her experiences, which have hardened her, are equated with the

porcelain hardness and whiteness of her feet.

While Lord Henry dis

plays the fetish, he denies interest in the woman.
Wilde and Lord Alfred Douglas, the principal love of Wilde's
life, had become involved with one another in the interval between
publication of DG I and DG II.

With reference to the passage above,

Wilde wrote to Lord Alfred from prison that wThen he said "that it was
simply the feet of clay that made the gold of the image more precious,
it was of you I was thinking" (Letters, p. 464).

This would seem to

suggest a sex transference and possibly might substantiate the claim
that Wilde was a fetishist.
These aspects of Wilde served either to justify his actions or
to fan the flames of a growing sense of guilt, and their influence is
easily discernible in his art.

His individualism, his passion for

beauty, and his aversion to women became a vindication of his life
style while his homosexuality created a sense of guilt.

9
II
The years between 1878, when Wilde left Oxford, and 1891, when
Dorian Gray was published in book form, were years of financial struggle,
years during which he married and had two children, sought to establish
himself both as a literary and as a social figure, gradually abandoned
any attempt to live a conventional life, and turned to that search for
experiences and sensations which was to result in his later imprison
ment and ruin.
Wilde's biographers generally agree that he showed a serious
interest in homosexuality, hedonism, and experimentation in vice which
dated from his meeting with Robert Ross in 1886, although he seems to
have had inclinations in those directions, and possibly sporadically
experimented in pederasty, long before that time."*
changed, so did his attitude.

As his interests

While his letters dating from that

period deal largely with liter; ry matters, there is at least one
indication of this change.

In a letter dated June, 1885, exuberant

about the birth of his first child, he exclaims to Norman ForbesRobertson, actor and drar :ist, "You must get married at once!"
(Letters, p. 177, Italics, his).

This would seem to indicate that

at this date he was well satisfied with his marital status.

Just a

few months later, however, in a letter tentatively dated by HartDavis January-February, 1886, his disenchantment is discernible and
his new direction is evident.

"’See, fcr example, O.W., p. 232, and Arthur Ransome, Oscar
Wilde, A Critical Study (New York: Mitchell Kinnerley, 1912), p.
32.
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Sometime you will find, even as I have found, that there is no
such thing as a romantic experience; there are romantic mem
ories, and there is the desire of romance— that is all. Our
most fiery moments of ecstasy are merely shadows of what some
where else we have felt, or of what we long some day to feel.
So at least it seems to me. And, strangely enough, what comes
of all this is a curious mixture of ardour and of indifference.
I myself would sacrifice everything for a new experience, and
I know there is no such thing as a new experience at all. I
think I would more readily die for what I do not believe in
than for what I hold to be true. I would go to the stake for
a sensation and be a sceptic to the last! (Letters, p. 185).
While this passage reveals Wilde's interest in seeking sensation,
it can also be construed to indicate that his marriage is no longer a
romantic experience but merely a romantic memory.
The letters after this date which mention his wife are few and
perfunctory in manner.

Wilde merely refers to her in connection with

the children and their illnesses, and in social notes such as those
declining invitations.^1
Wilde's popularity in the social world grew as his conversa
tional ability increased, and according to Pearson, "by the middle
eighties he was known throughout London society as the best talker of
his time."''

He was invited out constantly, and just as constantly

kept host and guests entertained, interested, and charmed with his

^Although Wilde faithfully attended Constance's "at homes," he
did not permit his wife to accompany him to social affairs, and hos
tesses eventually ceased to invite her. The Wildes received guests
on the first and third Thursdays of the month at the beginning of
their marriage, and later, on Wednesdays. See Letters, 27 May 1887,
pp. 197-198, and Oct., 1888, p. 228. An example of Wilde's refusing
an invitation on the part of his wife can be found in a letter dated
May-June, 1886, p. 188.
■^Oscar Wilde, Oscar Wilde's Plays, Prose Writings and Poems,
Introduction by Hesketh Pearson (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co. Inc.,
1961), p. ix.
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paradoxess epigrams, tales, poetry, ai.d repartee.
ist, he had no equal.

As a conversational

However, social lion though he was, not everyone

was beguiled by him.
In 1888, for example, Wilde was put up for the Savile Club, a
c ;.ub composed mainly of literary figures, including Henry James, Edmund
Gcsse, and Rider Haggard; however, in spite of the fact that thirty-two
members backed his candidacy, he was never elected to membership
(Letters, p. 224, and fn 2, p. 224).

There is no record of the reason

why his application for membership was denied.

Opposition may have

beei due to conflict of personalities, or professional jealousy; and
it nay also have been due to concern about rumors of Wilde's increasingl ■ aberrant behavior. '

For whatever reason, the denial of his

appl .cation clearly indicates reservations about Wilde on the part
of s< me men in his social class who either knew him or knew of him.
As Wilde's social star began to rise, so also did his literary
star

During the early years of his marriage he had supported his fam

ily i ainly by lecturing and by writing reviews.

Then, in May, 1887, he

beca ie editor of the monthly magazine, Woman's World, a position he
held until July, 1889, and in addition to essays and reviews, he turned
to tne writing of fiction to augment his income.

All of his short

stoies, with the exception of "The Canterville Ghost," published in
Mar :h, 1887, and possibly also "The Fisherman and His Soul," which is
first mentioned in a letter dated December 17, 1889 (Letters, p. 251),
O

Frances Winwar states that friends had hoped, in 1884, that
Wide's marriage would end ugly rumors circulating about him at that
early date. Oscar Wilde and the Yellow Nineties (New York: Harper
; nd Brothers, Publishers, 1958), p. 130.
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were written during the period of his editorship; and all were written
after he met Robert Ross.
It is in these stories that one can trace Wilde's inner con
flict and feelings of guilt with the growth of his appetite for sensa
tion, his desire to live a hedonistic life in pursuit of pleasure and
beauty, and his predilection for homosexuality and concomitant rejec
tion of woman.

ts

"The Canterville Ghost" is the humorous story of a ghost who
has several farcical mishaps when he attempts to frighten away the
American family who have bought his castle.

Almost slapstick at first,

the mood suddenly changes about midway, when the ghost, a murderer,
pleads with the young daughter in the family to help him rest in peace.
The ghost has committed a crime; he is guilty; he is tormented; but a
pure, young girl can and does help him find peace.

It is significant

that when the ghost admits guilt, the tone of the story changes.

Guilt

cannot be treated humorously; it is serious and pathetic.
In "The Sphinx Without a Secret," published in May, 1887, Wilde
presents his views on most women.

This "Gioconda in sables" (IX, 77)

is surrounded with an air of mystery; she uses an assumed name; and she
has rented rooms in a section of the city distant from that in which
she lives.

All of this fascinates Gerald, and it is not until after

her sudden death that he realizes she had no secret.
rooms for the pleasure of imagining herself a heroine.
sphinx without a secret.

She rented the
She was a

Wilde's statement, then, is that woman, try

ing to fascinate, is but an empty hoax.
Q

Wilde wrote no plays during this period and published very few
poems, none of which are pertinent to this dissertation.
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Wilde turns to ego projection in "Lord Arthur Savile's Crime,"
published in May, 1887.

Like Wilde, not only is the dandiacal Lord

Arthur superstitious, but he also believes in destiny.
to a chiromancer, he is fated to commit murder.

And according

Nobly deciding to ful

fill this obligation before he marries his beautiful Sybil, and after
several abortive efforts to murder others, he meets the chiromancer on
a bridge and pushes him into the Thames.
and Lord Arthur is free to go to Sybil.

The death is called a suicide
Thus, Wilde's alter ego is

destined to, and does commit a crime, but it is successfully concealed.
Clearly Wilde feels, at this point, not just a sense of guilt, but a
sense of relief that his actions are still successfully hidden, he
believes, from wife, friends, and the world.
punished, but can return to his Sybil.)

(Lord Arthur is not

More successfully than in

"The Canterville Ghost," Wilde has hidden guilt behind a facade of
humor.

Crime is not serious; it is to be laughed at, to be shrugged

off.
Wilde became obsessed with the idea of the duality in man, as
well as the dualities in the world at large; and his conflicts, psy
chological and artistic, as he strove to reconcile his artistic beliefs
with his life style, are expressed in his examination of dichotomies,
most particularly the various aspects of the beautiful and the ugly,
in A House of Pomegranates (November, 1891), which contains four fairy
tales.

"The Star-Child," one of the tales in this volume, is first

mentioned in Wilde's letters in December, 1887 (Letters, p. 214), and
pre-dates the other stories in the volume by at least a year.
time humor has fled.

By this

We are presented with the duality of the beauti

ful body and the ugly soul, as Star-Child, a beautiful boy with a
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passion for beauty, is turned into a loathsome creature and is forced to
go on a quest to expiate his sins of cruelty and pride.

Interestingly

enough, these sins have been specifically directed not against the wife
or beloved, but the mother, and we know that Wilde was extremely attached
to his mother.
is forgiven.

Once again we have guilt, and once again the protagonist
Star-child reforms and is changed back to his former

beautiful self.
Wilde does not ignore, but disavows the love of a girl in "The
Nightingale and the Rose," one of the stories in The Happy Prince and
Other Tales, published in May, 18888.

In this tale, a nightingale sac

rifices her life to obtain a rose in order that a young student may
present it to his love.

But the girl refuses the rose; she prefers

jewels; and so the student throws the rose away, deciding that love is
worthless.

"The nightingale is the true lover, if there is one.

She,

at least, is Romance, and the Student and the girl are, like most of
us, unworthy of Romance.

So, at least, it seems to me" (Letters, p. 218).

In "The Selfish Giant," another of the stories in The Happy Prince
and Other Tales, Wilde returns to the theme of guilt in the story of a
giant who refuses to allow children to play in his garden.

Like Star-

child, he repents; he makes the garden a play-yard; and he is rewarded
by life after death in Paradise.

As with Star-child, his guilt is the

result of a fault in his character, but he is forgiven.
During the Christmas season of that same year,

1888,

"The Young

King," a tale which was to be included in A House of Pomegranates, was
published in Lady's Pictorial Magazine.

Guilt is still present, but it

is no longer the result of overt acts; it is the result of an inner con
flict, the reasons for which cannot be admitted but only hinted at.

The
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young King, with his obsessive passion for beauty, wanders through his
palace "seeking to find in beauty an anodyne from pain, a sort of restor
ation from sickness" (VII, 6).

But there is no ostensible reason why the

young King should need this anodyne.

Yet we are to learn that he is in

danger of losing his soul.
As he prepares for his coronation, he has three dreams, all, on
the surface, dealing with the suffering which may accompany the producu u u of beautxj.ul objects, each written in a different style.

The first

is realistic and the third is allegorical, but it is the second dream,
which is symbolic, that indicates that there is deeper significance to
the tale, and which warns us of the seriousness of the young King's
crime.

In this surrealistic dream, a diver loses his life in the

attempt to bring up a pearl— a pearl which, on one level of interpreta
tion, is to be used in the king's coronation, but, on a deeper level,
is symbolic of his soul.

As the pearl is handed to the Satanic ship

master, who seems to consecrate it to the forces of evil, the young
King awakens with a cry, intuitively realizing the danger to his soul.
The reason for this danger is suggested during the coronation
procession.

In the attempt to relieve his feelings of guilt, the young

King has donned humble shepherd's clothing rather than his sumptuous
cornation robes.

As the procession winds through the streets, he is

mocked by the crown for his choice of clothing, just as Wilde, too, was
mocked, but for wearing dandified costumes.

The clothing worn by the

young King and that worn by Wilde are diametrically opposite, but the
Freudian correlation is obvious.
Accosted by one of the onlookers, the young King asks if the
rich and the poor are not brothers.

The reply is that the rich brother,
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meaning the young King, is Cain (VII, 24).

By implication, then, the

young King is a murderer, and there is more involved than the innocent
unawareness of the suffering behind beauty.

While Wilde will not admit

the cause of the young King's guilt, neither will he condemn the love of
beauty because it is not the reason the young King seeks an anodyne.
Rather, beautiful objects are the anodyne.

The conflict remains inter

nal, and the reasons remain masked, possibly because Wilde could nor
bring himself, either consciously or subconsciously, to admissions of
guilt.

The young King never renounces beauty, never gives up his beauti

ful possessions, never really suffers.

He merely acknowledges the

existence of suffering by wearing a shepherd's garments.
ment is enough.
self.

A token atone

At his coronation, he is blessed by signs from God Him

Guilt is present, but it is suppressed and need not be expiated

to be forgiven.
Three months later, in March, 1889, "The Birthday of the Infanta,"
another of the stories to be included in A House of Pomegranates, was pub
lished, and Wilde returned to the denunciation of woman, personified by
the beautiful but heartless Infanta.

An ugly, but innocent dwarf who

dances at her birthday party falls in love with her.

Later, as he tra

verses the palace to find her and tell her of his love, he
in a mirror for the first time.

sees himself

In an instinctive flash of wisdom, he

believes that the image is that of the Infanta, for she is the one who
is truly deformed— deformed spiritually.
is the monstrous creature.

But then he realizes that he

Broken-hearted, he falls to the ground dying

as the Infanta enters and laughs at him; his death throes seem comical
to her.

The dichotomy of the beautiful and the ugly has once more been
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explored, and woman has been exposed.

Living in the xrorld of high

society— the Spanish court— the Infanta is heartless, cruel, and
destructive.
women.

In her, Wilde finds an excuse for the rejection of

If a female child is such a creature, it is no wonder that

he turns away from woman.
"The Fisherman and His Soul," fourth of the tales in A House
of Pomegranates, was first mentioned in a letter dated December 17,
1889, when Wild* was pre;

: ,.a

l o

start work, on Dorian Gray (Letters,

p. 251), and is perhaps the last short story he wrote before his novel.
As such, it is crucial to the understanding of the author of Dorian
Gray.

Seeming to have realized that the life he was leading was incom

patible with the artistic life he wanted to lead, Wilde is no longer
concerned with aesthetic dualities, but with the conflict between man's
dark, vicious desires and his desire for happiness.

That this conflict

had indeed assumed overweening importance can be seen by comparing the
Star-child, the young King, and the Fisherman.

Star'child * s crimes are

specific, and they become evident when he is physically transformed.
But it is a comparatively simple matter for him to atone and be for
given.
The young King’s crimes are not apparent.

By implication, how

ever, he, like the Canterville Ghost and Lord Savile, is a murderer,
murder obviously not to be taken literally, but representing some
heinous offense.

While this offense could be labelled as mturder here

tofore, it can now only be hinted at.
In "The Fisherman and His Soul," Wilde's conflict Is so great
that man is completely divided, and we have two separate characters—
the Fisherman, representing the desire to live an harmonious life, and
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the Soul, the shadow side of the personality in the Jungian sense, with
its instinctual urges towards vice, Faustian wisdom, and the acquisition
of wealth.
The Fisherman wishes to send his soul into the civilized world
so that he can join a Mermaid in the sea, a sea which represents to Wilde
the harmonious, artistic life.
There is some Spirit hidden of which the painted forms and
shapes are but modes of manifestation, and it is with this
Spirit that I desire to become in harmony. . . . The Mystical
in Art, the Mystical in Life, and the Mystical in Nature—
this is what I am looking for, and in the great symphonies
of Music, in the initiation of Sorrow, in the depths of the
Sea I may find it (Letters, p. 509).
While the sea represents a harmonious life, the Mermaid represents ideal
love, ideal beauty, the love Wilde at this time could never realize.
The Fisherman cuts away his shadow, thus freeing the Soul and
sending it, heartless and defenseless, into the world— heartless because
the Fisherman has given his heart to the Mermaid just as Wilde has given
his heart to the pursuit of beauty.
The Soul travels for a year and becomes progressively more evil,
his adventures culminating in an unspecified crime which is probably the
murder of a priest from whom he has stolen the Mirror of Wisdom, although
he says only that he has done '"a strange thing'" (VII, 102).

Thus he is

like his compatriots in Wilde's stories in his commission of a crime, and
he is specifically like the young King in that his crime is veiled.
When the Fisherman refuses the wisdom offered by the Soul, the
Soul is forced to wander a second year and his adventures again culminate
in the commission of a strange crime while his offer of wealth is refused.
At the end of the third year the Soul tempts the Fisherman into leaving
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the sea with tales of a dancing girl.

The Fisherman is able to resist all

desires except the sexual.
Now on land and physically reunited, the Soul dominates the Fisher
man, driving him to commit deeds which finally force him to protest that
he despises the things he is doing, and "’thee also I hate'" (VII, 121),
an indication, surely, that as an ego projection, the Fisherman reflects
Wilde's own disgust with himself.
The Soul replies that the Fisherman is at fault, because he sent
the Soul away without a heart.

The Fisherman's preoccupation with his

love, like Wilde's preoccupation with artistic beauty, has blinded him
to the excesses committed by his shadow self until it is too late.

His

instinctual desires have become so powerful that they have been able to
corrupt him.
The Fi.- ucrman, bitterly regretting his reunion with the Soul, is
unable to send the Soul away again; he is unable to regain innocence.
After two years of further temptations, but unsuccessful now, the Soul,
who has entered the Fisherman's body but not his heart, wants only to be
completely at one with the Fisherman.

But this is impossible so long as

the Fisherman's heart is filled with love for the Mermaid.

It is not

until she dies and the Fisherman's heart breaks that the Soul can enter
in.

The two finally achieve a complete union, but in death, not in life.
The tale, then, represents fully Wilde's inner conflict, a

struggle which had completely torn him apart.
there is no way for him to go back.

He has to recognize that

Even so, he is not condemned.

The

graves of the Fisherman and the Mermaid are miraculously covered with
strange white flowers— surely a benediction.
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These stories, individually, contain various of Wilde's favorite
symbols and themes, all of which are present in The Picture of Dorian
Gray, his last work of fiction.

(Symbols will be discussed in more

depth in Chapter III, while themes are detailed in Chapter VIII.)
the writing of this novel, Wilde's conflict reaches its apogee.
the turning point in his life.

With
It is

From this time forward, he denies his

guilt, and opts for the life of the homosexual and the decadent sophis
ticate.

He turns once more to drama— to that masterpiece of decadence,

Salome, arid to his witty comedies.

The Wildean dandy mocks the world

and clothes himself in paradox.

Ill
According to Andre Gide, The Picture of Dorian Gray was the
result of a wager.

Wilde dashed off his novel in a few days to prove

to a friend that he could write one.^®

This statement appears to be

just one example of the inaccuracies in recollections written about
Wilde.

Gide to the contrary, Wilde seems to have worked on his novel

for some months before it was published.

A letter to J. M. Stoddart,

dated September 30, 1889, possibly contains the first reference to the
projected novel, his only long story.
You ask me to try and send you my story "early in October";
surely you mean "early in November"? If you could be con
tent with 30,000 words I might be able to post the manuscript
to you the first week in November, but October is of course
out of the question (Letters, pp. 250, 251).
Wilde does not mention the subject matter of the story and it is there
fore possible that at this date he did not have a specific story in mind.

■'•^Andrd Gide, Oscar Wilde: In Memoriam, trans. by Bernard
Frechtman (New York: Philosophical Library, 1949), p. 29.
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On December 17, 1889, Wilde wrote again to Stoddart to say that he had
"invented a new story which is better than 'The Fisherman and His Soul,'"
and ha was ready to begin work on it (Letters, p. 251).

Two days later,

Wilde requested another correspondent to wire Stoddart that his story
for Lippincott's Magazine would not "be ready for some months" (Letters,
p. 252).
In a letter placed by Hart-Davis between a letter dated February
sixteenth and one of May seventeenth, Wilde writes:
1 have just finished my first long story, and am tired out.
I am afraid that it is rather like my own life— all conversa
tion and no action. I can't describe action: my people sit
in chairs and chatter (Letters, p. 255).
Hart-Davis considers this story to be Dorian Gray, and Wilde's
description of the work certainly fits the maga2 ine version, in partic
ular, which consists almost entirely of conversation.
The novel was published June 20, 1890, in the July number of
Lippincott's Monthly Magazine, pages 3-100.
and the reviews were many and varied.

It created a sensation,

Those who adversely criticized

the novel did so largely on the grounds that it was immoral and poison
ous, "heavy with the mephitic odours of moral and spiritual putrefac
tion" (Letters, fn 1, p. 263).

Wilde took pains to deny this charge,

feeling that the moral was, if anything, too apparent.

"When the book

is published in a volume I hope to correct this defect" (Letters, p. 263).
The real moral of the story is that all excess, as well as all
renunciation, brings its punishment, and this moral is so far
artistically and deliberately suppressed that it does not

■'■'''Many of the important reviews and letters about Dorian Gray are
published in Art and Morality, edited by Stuart Mason [Christopher
Schlater Millard], (London: E. Grant Richards, 1907).

enunciate its law as a general principle, but realizes itself
purely in the lives of individuals, and so becomes simply a
dramatic element in a work of art, and not the object of the
work of art itself (Letters, p. 263).
Not only did Wilde defend the book from charges of immorality,
but he affirmed the artist's right to use any material.
sir, has no ethical sympathies at all.

"An artist,

Virtue and wickedness are to

him simply what the colours on his palette are to the painter" (Letters,
p. 266).

So saying, Wilde attacked his attackers.

The artist will always look at the work of art from the stand
point of beauty of style and beauty of treatment, and those
who have not got the sense of beauty, or whose sense of beauty
is dominated by ethical considerations, will always turn their
attention to the subject-matter and make its moral import the
test and touchstone of the poem, or novel, or picture, that is
presented to them (Letters, p. 271).
Although he denied any interest in public acclaim, and main
tained that he wrote the story "entirely for [his] own pleasure"
(Letters, p. 257), it is interesting to note that he kept a very
good account of the reviews.

He writes to one editor that, "of the

two hundred and sixteen criticisms of Dorian Gray that have passed
from my library table into the wastepaper basket, I have taken pub
lic notice of only three” (Letters, p. 270).

It is, of course, pos

sible that the large number was just a figure of speech and an
exaggeration on Wilde's part.
Dorian Gray received its best reviews after it was published
in book form.

Walter Pater, for example, was delighted with the

dialogue and went on to comment:
A true Epicureanism aims at a complete though harmonious
development of man's entire organism. To lose the moral
sense therefore, for instance, the sense of sin and
righteousness, as Mr. Wilde’s hero— his heroes are bent
on doing as speedily, as completely as they can— is to

lose, or lower organism, to become less complex, to pass from a
higher to a lower degree of development. . . . Dorian himself,
though certainly a quite unsuccessful experiment in Epicurean
ism, in life as a fine art, is (till his inward spoiling takes
visible effect suddenly, and in a moment, at the end of his
story) a beautiful creation. But his story is also a vivid,
though carefully considered exposure of the corruption of a
soul, with a very plain moral, pushed home, to the effect that
vice and crime make people coarse and ugly (XV, 216, 217).
Pat?r was not the only writer of any substance to appreciate Wilde's
novtl; perhaps the most noteworthy was W. B. Yeats, who wrote in a
comm ntary on several of Wilde's works that "Dorian Gray, with all
its faults, is a wonderful book" (Letters, p. 270, fn 1).
Publication of the story in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine con
tributed immensely to Wilde's popularity, and he was in great demand
as a gjest to enliven a dinner or a houseparty.

As a result of one of

these iouseparties we have evidence of the trend Wilde's personal life
was taling.

Sir George Brisbane Scott-Douglas writes to Robert Ross

of Wilde's stay at his home in 1890:
I can scarcely say that Wilde was ever a friend of mine— if he
wa s , our friendship was of short duration, and died a natural
dea;h. . . . I had met him two or three times in Town, and very
soc i after the publication of Dorian Gray, he spent four or
five days with me here. . . . When I saw him off at tne station
and said I hoped he would return, his answer was "I should love
to. ' But he never did— in fact I never asked him. The fact
war that he regarded me, however mistakenly, as a type of oldfashioned propriety, and I believe that soon after this he felt
th< t I should not have the same pleasure in his society as I had
hai before. So he steered clear of me (Letters, p. 273, fn 2).
This i . surely a circumspect way of inj.orming Ross that Scott-Douglas
was avare of rumors circulating in London about Wilde's aberrant
behav or.
In a December, 1890, letter to Richard Le Gallienne regarding
a ne ? Le Gallierme book, we have the new Wilde, with his propensity
for decadence in literature and homosexuality in life.
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It is a wonderful book, full of exquisite intuitions, and bright
illuminating thought-flashes, and swift, sudden, sure revalations,
a book behind which there is a soul-temperament, and thought shows
itself stained by colour and passion, rich and Dionysiac and redveined, while the aesthetic instinct is immediate in its certainty,
and has that true ultimate simplicity that comes, like the dawn,
out of a complex night of many wandering worlds. I knew the book
would be excellent, but its fine maturity amazes me; it has a rich
ripeness about it. You have realized yourself in it.
I want so much to see you: when can that be? Friendship and
love like ours need not meetings, but they are delightful. I hope
the laurels are not too thick across your brow for me to kiss your
eyelids (Letters, p. 277).
During the months following the magazine publication of Dorian
Gray, Wilde planned to issue the story in book form.

In a June 30,

1890, letter to an editor, he refers to making the moral of the story
less evident "when the book is published in a volume" (Letters, p. 263),
and circa October 16, 1890, he refers to the cover which Ricketts
designed— "grey pastel paper with a white back and tiny gold marigolds"
(Letters, p . 276).
A few months later, possibly in January of 1891, Wilde was
introduced by Lionel Johnson to Lord Alfred Bruce Douglas, the man who
was to be his great love, and Hart-Davis asserts that it is possible
that the additional material in the book form was added after this
meeting (Letters, p. 281).

This assertion can be substantiated to

some extent by excerpts from two letters which postdate Wilde's meet
ing with Lord Alfred.

In a letter dated February 16, 1891, Wilde says

that his "novel is coming out next month in volume form, also a book
of essays, so I am hard at work" (Letters, p. 287); and in a letter of
March 7, 1891, Wilde discusses possible changes in the novel.
I have changed my mind about correcting the passage about
temptation. One can't pull a work of art about without
spoiling it. Just explain this to Ward & Lock. I am respon
sible for the book: they are not.
If they really feel deeply

25
about it I will try in the revise and invent something else,
but don't tell them I said so. It has bothered me terribly,
their suggesting changes, etc. One can't do it (Letters,
p. 288).
It has been said that Wilde quickly supplied additional material for the
book when the manuscript was found to be too short, but these letters
indicate considerable planning as well as a reluctance to meddle with
the story.
The Picture of Dorian Gray was published by Ward, Lock, and Com
pany, in April, 1891, with a "Preface" and six additional chapters.

The

"Preface" of twenty-five aphorisms was first published as twenty-three
aphorisms in the March, 1891, issue of Fortnightly Review.
"No artist is ever morbid.

The aphorism,

The artist can express everything," was added

to the "Preface" after the aphorism beginning, "No artist has ethical
sympathies," according to instructions given by Wilde in a letter dated
March 16, 1891 (Letters, p. 289).

The twenty-fifth aphorism was created

by dividing the ninth aphorism into two separate statements:

"The nine

teenth century dislike of Realism is the rage of Caliban seeing his own
face in a glass," and "The nineteenth century dislike of Romanticism is
the rage of Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass."

These twenty-

five aphorisms, in the main, express Wilde's answer to his critics and
stress the fact that the subject matter of the artist has nothing what
ever to do with morality.

His purpose, is made abundantly clear in a

letter dated March 12, 1891:
My novel appears in volume form next month, and I am
curious to see whether these wretched journalists will
assail it so ignorantly and pruriently as they did before.
My preface should teach them to mend their wicked ways
(Letters, p. 290).

Wilde said more than once that the moral of the story was that
"all excess, as well as all renunciation, brings its own punishment"
(Letters, p. 259 and 263), but he ignored his own dictum just as he
ignored the dictum in Dorian Gray that "a man cannot be too careful
in the choice of his enemies" (Letters, p. 492).

The publishing of

Dorian Gray marks the beginning of Wilde's glorious years, but it
also marks the beginning of the end.

CHAPTER II

FORM

I

In every sphere of life Form is the beginning of things. . . .
And so to return to the sphere of Art, it is Form that creates
not merely the critical temperament, but also the aesthetic
instinct, that unerring instinct that reveals to one all things
under their conditions of beauty. Start with the worship of
form, and there is no secret in Art that will not be revealed
to you ("The Critic as Artist," I, 220, 221).
This is by no means Wilde's only expression of interest in form;
it was of vital importance to him.

More, it was the foundation of his

art.
For the real artist is he who preceeds, not from feeling to
form, but from form to thought and passion. He does not first
conceive an idea and then say to himself, "I will put my idea
into a complex metre of fourteen lines," but realizing the
beauty of the sonnet scheme, he conceives certain modes of
music and methods of rhyme, and the mere form suggests what
is to fill it and make it intellectually and emotionally
complete. . . . He gains his inspiration from form, and from
form purely, as an artist should ("The Critic as Artist," I,
219, 220).
That Wilde practiced his theories is evident from a letter regard
ing "The Nightingale and the Rose," in which he comments that he likes
"to fancy that there may be many meanings in the tale, for in writing it
I did not start with an idea and clothe it in form, but began with a form
and strove to make it beautiful enough to have many secrets and many
answers" (Letters, p. 218).
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Form, to Wilde, then, was what might be called the mechanical
structure of the work.

Where he might choose an existent form, such

as the sonnet form, when he wrote poetry, he created his own form when
he wrote prose, carefully regulating, for example, the length of sec
tions of a story and balancing one part with another so that the form
itself— the number of sections, their length, and the order in which
they were arranged— would create a pattern which would reveal the
theme.

His technique is never more evident than in the tales in

A House of Pomegranates, the tales which are so much a part of The
Picture of Dorian Gray thematically.
In "The Star-Child," as in his other tales, Wilde marks the
divisions in the story that he wants observed, by leaving several
spaces between sections.

"The Star-Child" is divided into seven

parts, and six of the seven are balanced in length to an astonishing
degree.^
The first section (seven pages) relates the finding of StarChild by two woodcutters, while the second (three pages) describes
his youth, beauty, and growing pride.

Together they establish his

physical beauty, as well as the evil qualities which accompany it.
In the third section (seven pages), Star-child rejects his
real mother and is turned into a loathsome creature.

Repentant, he

roams the world seeking forgiveness.

The fourth section (three pages)

details his capture and enslavement.

The two sections together, which

establish the ugliness of Star-child's externalized soul, and relate
his suffering and quest, balance the first two sections.
•*-1 have given the length of each section in the number of pages
each occupies in the Keller edition of Wilde's works.
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Section five is very short (slightly less than one page).
magician who now owns Star-child gives him a task to perform.

The

The fol

lowing section relates Star-child's attempts to fulfill the task.
Inasmuch as the two sections are obviously related by content, their
separation into two sections, highly artificial as it is, can only be
construed as a means of separating the first two major divisions of
the story (sections 1 & 2, 3 & 4), which depict unfavorable aspects
of Star-child's life, from the third and last division ..sections 6 &
7), which describe his regeneration.
In the sixth section (six pages) Star-child tries to complete
his task and begins his atonement by helping others.
tion (four pages) completes his regeneration.

The seventh sec

Star-child regains his

physical beauty and receives the forgiveness of his mother.

The two

sections together represent his spiritual regeneration, externalized
now in physical beauty.
As a whole, then, the story is divided into seven sections,
three divisions, which illustrate the duality of the beautiful body
and the ugly sotal, and the synthesis of the two.

The individual sec

tions are balanced in a roughly seven to three ratio, while the three
main divisions are equal in length.

Not only is the story divided

into thirds to fit the theme, but Wilde repeats the number "three,"
symbolic of unity from time immemorial, throughout this story just
as he does in the other tales and in Dorian Gray.
2

There are three
for example, meets Sibyl
perform; he spends three
and he spends three days

Star-child denies

main characters, but aside from that, Dorian,
Vane on the third night that he watches her
days in an opium den to gain forgetfulness;
in his room out of fear of James Vane.
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his mother three times; he asks help of three animals; he wanders three
days; his quest last three years; his task is to bring three pieces of
gold on three separate days; his pleas for forgiveness consist of three
sets of contraries; and he rules for three years.
Like "The Star-child," "The Young King" is also divided into
seven sections.

The first is biographical and written in decorative

style, setting forth the young King's background and his love of beauty,
while the second is the antithesis of the first in that it is auto
biographical, containing material which can only pertain to Wilde's
own life; it is simple in style; and it details the young King's tend
ency to excess as a result of his passion for beauty.
The middle three sections are devoted to the young King's
dreams, all of which expose the pain and suffering of those who toil
to produce artistic objects, with each dream written in a different
style— the first, realistic; the second, symbolic; and the third,
allegorical.
The last two sections are equal in length to each other as well
as to the first two sections.

One is in the nature of a parable, while

the last resembles a miracle story.

Both deal with the good and the

evil aspects of Christianity, as the young King realizes the suffering
his passion for beauty has caused, and is pardoned by a miraculous light
from God.
As in "The Star-Child," there are three main divisions, and as
in "The Star-Child," there is emphasis on the number "three."

The young

King has three dreams; there are three Arabs in the second dream; Avarice
in the third dream has three grains of corn; and Death, in the same dream,
kills the starving miners one-third at a time.
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Wilde believed that "The Birthday of the Infanta" was his best
story in point of style (Letters, p. 248), and certainly it is more com
plicated, stylistically, than anything he had written previously.

The

matically, the story is concerned with the contrast between beauty and
ugliness, as was "The Star-Child," but within this duality are the fur
ther contrasts of reality and artificiality, kindness and cruelty,
sophistication and ingenuousness, civilized and primitive childlike
innocence, pagan and Christian morality.
The story is divided into four parts, equal in length.

The intro

ductory section which describes the Infanta's background is followed by a
section which consists of a characterization of the beautiful but heart
less Infanta and a description of her birthday party and her friends.
Within this section there are three sets of contraries comparing
the artificial to the real, as Wilde describes the entertainment at the
birthday party; a sham bullfight and a tightrope walker; a puppet show
and a juggler; and two dances which also contrast Christian and pagan
morality.

These sets of contraries are followed by a description of

the Infanta's birthday cake, a cake which, although real, is covered
with icing and decorations, indicative of the artificiality of the
court.
The third section introduces us to the ugly, innocent Dwarf, his
background and characteristics.

Within this section there are also three

sets of contraries— a contrast of constructive and destructive activities—
which are revealed as the Dwarf remembers the sights he has seen in the
forest.

The first set consists of a Bishop and some falconers, while

vintners and charcoal burners contrast with robbers and an Inquisitional
procession.
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The section ends with a description of a necklace of berries which
the Dwarf wants to give to the Infanta, and this completely natural gift
constitutes a contrast with the artificiality of the birthday cake in
the Infanta’s section.

This set of contraries, then, binds the two sec

tions together.
The final section is the antithesis of the introductory section.
The sterile beauty of the palace is the opposite of the fertile gardens
in the opening paragraphs, and the Infanta's cold indifference to the
death of the Dwarf contrasts with the excessive grief her father had
felt over the death of his wife.
While the story has thematic and stylistic unity, it is to be
noted that Wilde's form has changed.

In both "The Star-Child," and

"The Young King," three main divisions reflect the theme as beauty and
ugliness are reconciled.

In this story there is no synthesis; the

dichotomy is not resolved; and the form reflects the lack of a resolu
tion.

Wilde even forgoes the use of "threes" except in two instances.

There were three years of mourning for the Infanta's mother and there
were three men in a procession which the Dwarf viewed.
With "The Fisherman and His Soul," the last of the tales, the
dichotomy of body and soul becomes pronounced as the Soul is completely
divorced from the character of the Fisherman; and the struggle of man
with his instinctual desires, represented by the Soul, is illustrated
by the form.

As in "The Star-Child," Wilde resorts to an artificial

sectioning of the text in one instance to fit his scheme.
The story contains five main divisions.

The first, a short

one (three pages), serves as an introduction to the Fisherman and the
Mermaid he loves, while the second, which includes four sections,
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relates the Fisherman's attempts, which finally succeed, to rid himself
of his Soul so that he may join the Mermaid.
The third division (twenty-one pages) balances the second divi
sion in length as well as in number of sections, while it is the oppo
site of the second division thematically, as the Soul strives for
reunion with the Fisherman by tempting him to leave the Mermaid.

And

he finally succeeds.
The fourth division comprises two sections which are equal in
length and present a thematic dichotomy.

The Soul's influence changes

the Fisherman and he commits three crimes, repenting at the end of the
section, while in the following episode, the Fisherman's influence
changes the Soul so that he desires regeneration.

But it is too late

and along with the Mermaid, they die.
Although these three divisions are concerned with the dichotomy
of the body and soul, and re-integration seems to have failed, it seems
evident that Wilde wanted the reader to realize that the final division,
which balances the first in length, serves as a synthesis when flowers
miraculously bloom, after three years, over the Fisherman's and the
Mermaid's graves.
As in the other stories, "The Fisherman and His Soul" is replete
with the symbolic "three."
the point.

A few examples should suffice to illustrate

The Soul spends three days in a city; he takes three trips

in three years; he takes the Fisherman to three cities; and the Fisher
man commits three crimes.
It is apparent that Wilde worked diligently on the forms of
these stories, striving to make them reveal the themes.
become so obvious that they seem rather mechanical.

His efforts

Certainly the
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almost mathematical balance and the insistence on "three" seem overdone
at times.

But it is this very effort which does reveal a thematic state

ment, as we shall see when we examine Dorian Gray, a novel which con
tinues to investigate the dualities explored in A House of Pomegranates.

II
The magazine version of Dorian Gray (DG I) is composed of thir
teen chapters, an apt number for a Gothic fairy tale, and it has three
main characters— Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton, and Basil Hallward.
Sibyl Vane; a chemist who disposes of Basil's body; servants; and a
few other characters, including, for example, Lord Henry's wife, appear
only briefly.
Inasmuch as both Basil and Lord Henry are instrumental in fas
hioning Dorian, Wilde had the stylistic problem of illustrating the
Dorian-Basil-Lord Henry triad as well as the duality in Dorian.

His

intricate solution can perhaps best be seen in a chapter-by-chapter
resume of the novel.
Many changes, which will be discussed later, were made when
DG I was expanded and published in book form (DG II).

The only changes

which will be mentioned in the resume are those which affect the form.
Chapter I.

Basil Hallward, an artist, meets the innocent

Dorian Gray, a young man of extrordinary physical beauty.

He finds

in Dorian fresh inspiration, and uses him for a model repeatedly,
finally painting a portrait which Lord Henry says is the greatest
modern work of art.
Chapter II.

Lord Henry, meeting Dorian on the day of the final

sitting, is impressed with his youth and beauty, and talks with him
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abo it the wonders of youth and the joys of experience.

As a result of

thei ■ talk, Dorian sees in his portrait the youth that is his now but
will too soon be gone.

He prays that the portrait might grow old

instead of him, not realizing that his wish will be granted.

Lord

Henry tad Dorian leave for the theater as Basil remains alone and
fearful of the outcome of their meeting.
'hese first two introductory chapters, which are almos• equal
in lengtl , acquaint us with the philosophies of Basil and Lord Henry,
with Chap er I emphasizing that of Basil
with that of Lord Henry.

while Chapter II is concerned

We are thus presented with the opposing influ

ences on E >rian. and their effects are apparent at the end of the sec
tion when

orian wishes for eternal youth.

The end of this section is

marked by lhe passage of a month's time.
O

Chapter III (IV).

A month later, Dorian tells Lord Henry that

he has fallen in love with the pure, young Sibyl Vane, an actress.

He

insists ths t Lord Henry and Basil accompany him to the theater the fol
lowing everLng to see Sibyl perform.

After Dorian leaves, Lord Henry

meditates c a the body and soul, and the origin of our deep-seated
desires,

later that night, he receives a telegram notifying him of

Dorian's e gagement to Sibyl.
Chrpter IV (VI).

The next night, Basil is upset when Lord Henry

tells him of Dorian's engagement.

Lord Henry expresses the hope that

Dorian wi ,1 tire of Sibyl in six months and find someone else.

As a

result o' his experiences, he will be even more interesting than he is
now.

Dcrian arrives and declares that he adores Sibyl.

When he is

^Numbers in parentheses are the chapter numbers in DG II.
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with her, he regrets having learned Lord Henry's hedonistic theories.
The three men leave for the theater.
Chapter V (VII).

As they wait for the play to begin, Dorian

explains that the divine Sibyl is an inspiration to the common people
in the audience, and Basil, hearing this, believes that if she can
create in man a sense of beauty, she is a fit mate for Dorian.
When Sibyl appears, her acting is wooden and artificial.

After

the performance she tells Dorian she could not act because now she has
no need to live the life and passions of her characters; she has real
love.

But as a result, she has lost all fascination for Dorian; she

is merely an incompetent actress; and he leaves her.
home, he finds that his portrait has altered.

When he arrives

Horrified, he decides

to resist Lord Henry's theories, to return to Sibyl, and to marry her.
In Chapters III through V, Dorian, who has had a chance to save
himself through the redeeming love of Sibyl, leaves her, and in so
doing, starts on the path to destruction.

It is to be noted that this

section is not centered on Sibyl, who makes only the briefest of
entrances, but on Dorian and his actions.

Within the section we have

a repetition of the opposition between Lord Henry and Basil, with Basil
advocating the engagement of Dorian and Sibyl, while Lord Henry favors
a succession of affairs.
Chapter VI (VIII).
that Sibyl has taken poison.

The next morning, Lord Henry tells Dorian
He consoles Dorian with the thought that

his affair had been most romantic, and after Lord Henry leaves, Dorian
decides that his will be a life of pleasure and sin.
watching his portrait, the mirror of his soul, change
young and beautiful.

He will enjoy
as he remains
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Chapter VII (IX).

When Basil comes to console Dorian, he is

shocked to find that Dorian seems to feel no remorse about the tragedy.
Basil asks to see the portrait, telling Dorian that he had worshipped
him with a love far stronger than that of a man for a friend.

After he

painted the portrait, he became afraid that his passion was evident in
the picture.

Dorian refuses to let him see the portrait, and when

Basil leaves, Dorian decides that it must be hidden.
Chapter VIII (X).

Dorian, now nervous and suspicious of nearly

everyone, has the portrait moved up to his old playroom.

Later that

day he receives a yellow book which Lord Henry has sent him in response
to his request for reading material, and he is fascinated by it.
This group of three chapters— VI, VII, and VIII— revolve around
Dorian's decision to lead a hedonistic life of pleasure, and the conse
quent need to hide the portrait, the revelation of his soul.

But the

form of the three chapters also reveals the struggle within Dorian, the
result of the influence of Lord Henry and Basil.

Chapter VI emphasizes

the relationship between Lord Henry and Dorian, while Chapter VII
stresses that of Basil and Dorian.

In Chapter VIII, Dorian alone takes

the action precipitated by the two.
Chapter IX (XI).

In this chapter, which contains several auto

biographical references, Wilde relates what happens to Dorian as the
years pass, slipping at times from the third person to the first person.
Dorian, who remains fascinated by the yellow book, becomes more and more
narcissistic, delighting in gazing at the progressively more hideous
portrait, and mere and more enamored of beautiful objects.

The dark

passions of his shadow side become more consuming as he practices his
creed of tasting life to the full by experimenting in vice, and
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studying such subjects as mysticism, music, perfumes, and jewels.

Through

the years he feels an affinity for the hero of the yellow book, a book
which has poisoned him.

Gradually rumors about his activities increase,

and he is ostracized by many.
Chapter IX, an exceptionally long chapter, stands alone, as a
transitional section.

Covering a period of years, it details in decora

tive prose and with voluptuous description some of Dorian's studies,
thus evoking a mood of perversion, but it merely hints at his vices.
Wilde wanted the reader to see his own folly in that of Dorian, and
felt that the imaginative reader would surely supply the details which
would best suit his own situation (Letters, p. 266).
The chapter, then, is a tour de force of decadence as well as
of impressionistic writing, setting the scene for the climax of the
story, and establishing the extent to which Dorian has succumbed to
the sensual.

A few lines will exemplify Wilde's style.

And so he would now study perfumes, and the secrets of their
manufacture, distilling heavily-scented oils, and burning
odorous gums from the East. He saw that there was no mood
of the mind that had not its counterpart in the sensuous life,
and set himself to discover their true relations, wondering
what there was in frankincense that made one mystical, and
in ambergris that stirred one's passions, and in violets that
woke the memory of dead romances, and in musk that troubled
the brain, and in champak that stained the imagination; and
seeking often to elaborate a real psychology of perfumes, and
to estimate the several influences of swaet-smeJ.ling roots,
and scented pollen-laden flowers, of aromatic balms, and of
dark and fragrant woods, of spikenard that sickens, of hovenia
that makes men mad, and of aloes that are said to be able to
expel melancholy from the soul (DG I, 69).
Chapter X (XII).

One November evening, years later, Dorian

meets Basil who confronts Dorian with all of the dreadful rumors cir
culating about him.

He pleads with Dorian to deny the stories.

Unable

to believe that Dorian is evil, he feels he cannot substantiate his
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belief without being in a position to see Dorian's soul.

Mention of his

soul stings Dorian into boasting that he will show it to Basil if he will
come upstairs.
Chapter XI (XIII).

When Basil sees the portrait, he cannot

believe it is the one he painted, but he is forced to admit the sig
nature is his.

As Dorian glances at the portrait, "an uncontrollable

feeling of hatred for Basil" (DG I, 84) comes over him; he seizes a
knife and kills Basil.
Chapter XII (XIV).

The next morning Dorian sends a letter to

Alan Campbell, a chemist and former intimate friend, and nervously
awaits his arrival.

When Campbell arrives, he steadfastly refuses to

destroy Basil's body until Dorian gives him a mysterious letter, the
contents of which are never divulged to the reader.
Dorian takes Campbell upstairs.
has a bloody hand, he quickly covers it.

Noticing that now the portrait
Campbell disposes of the body;

and Dorian feels that he has been saved from ruin.
With these three chapters— X, XI, and XII— we have the climax of
the story.

Wilde's hero, like Lord Arthur Savile, a Dorian in reverse,

commits a murder.

Dorian could rationalize and deny blame for Sibyl's

death, but now he is irrevocably guilty.

He has taken the final step in

denying the side of his nature represented by Basil and affirming that
represented by Lord Henry.
Chapter XIII (XIX, XX).

About six weeks pass, and Dorian, visit

ing Lord Henry, tells him that he has begun to reform.

Having met a vil

lage girl, Hetty Merton, and intended to run away with her, he has
suddenly decided not to ruin her.

Lord Henry scoffs at him, and then,

in a pensive mood, he wishes he could change places with Dorian, whose
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life has been his art.

Dorian, insisting that he is going to change,

asks Lord Henry never to lend the yellow book to anyone else, but Lord
Henry merely accuses Dorian of moralizing.

(Chapter XX in DG II begins

at this point.)
Dorian leaves for home.

Thinking that possibly his refusal to

seduce Hetty Merton has marked a change for the better, he goes upstairs
to look at his portrait.

Now it has the leer of a hypocrite, and the

blood stain is larger, covering the other hand.
confess in order to cleanse the portrait.

He wonders if he must

But confess what?

The death

of Basil means nothing to him; Hetty Merton is the object of his concern.
He decides to destroy the picture; it is no longer a pleasure, but a hor
ror, seeming like a grotesque conscience.
the canvas.

He picks up a knife and stabs

There is a cry and a crash.

When the servants break in, they find a beautiful portrait of
Dorian, and on the floor, a loathsome dead man who is finally identified
as Dorian by his rings.
The conclusion, Chapter XIII (Chapters XIX, XX, DG II), brings
us swiftly to the denouement recapitulating the story in miniature.
Dorian meets and leaves a girl who might have saved him; Lord Henry
discourses on Dorian's perfect life and perpetual youth; Dorian reminds
the reader of his dissolute life with his request that Lord Henry never
lend the yellow book to anyone else; and the portrait reminds Dorian of
the state of his sou].
DG I, then, 3

composed of an introductory section of two chap

ters, one emphasizing Basil while the other stresses Lord Henry, followed
by two sets of three chapters which set forth Dorian's opportunity for
salvation with Sibyl and his denial ..f it.

Chapter IX stands alone, a
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transitional chapter which reveals Dorian's dissolution.

This is fol

lowed by the climax, another set of three chapters, in which Basil is
killed, and the denouement of one chapter.

The form informs us of the

Lord Henry-Basil-Dorian triad, and the Dorian dichotomy not only by the
division of the chapters, but by the contrapuntal dialogues of Basil
and Lord Henry with Dorian.

It is evident that Wilde once more, as in

his fairy tales, has consciously followed his dictum to "worship form."
When Dorian Gray was to have been published in book form, Wilde
was forced to enlarge it, and he chose to do this by adding material to
some chapters, by writing six additional chapters, and by dividing the
last chapter into two parts.

These changes altered the form, and the

new form reflects a certain change in Wilde's thinking.
Changes in the chapters originally published in Lippincott's
Monthly Magazine are principally of seven different types.
or syntactical changes are the most numerous.

Grammatical

The most frequent change

of this variety is the substitution of "shall" for "will" or vice versa,
but there are also changes which indicate a subtle distinction of feel
ing or meaning, so that, for example, "he seemed almost angry" becomes
"quite angry" (DG I, 19).
As a result of criticism of'the story's prurience and possibly
as a result of Wilde's desire to mask his own predilections, many of
Basil's speeches, in particular, have been changed to emphasiae Dorian's
artistic influence on Basil rather than Basil's physical attraction to
Dorian.

A case in point is Basil's comment to Dorian when he wants to

exhibit the portrait.

"'I quite admit that I adored you madly,'"

(DG I, 57), is deleted and the substitution reads: "'I was dominated
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soul, brain, and power by you.

You became to me the visible incarnation

of that unseen ideal whose memory haunts us artists like an exquisite
dream.

I worshipped you'" (DG, II, 209).
Several additions are defenses of Lord Henry.

When, for example,

Lord Henry says he hopes Dorian's affair with Sibyl will last only six
months and will be succeeded by other affairs, Basil pretests, "'You
don't mean a single word of all that, Harry; you know you don’t*" (DG I,
137).
Additional description frequently filled out a chapter, as the
following example illustrates.
"Being natural is simply a pose, and the most irritating pose
I know," cried Lord Henry, laughing; and the two young men
went out into the garden together and for a time they did
not speak (DG I, 5).
This simple statement is changed so that "and for a time they did not
speak," is eliminated and DG II reads:
"Being natural is simply a pose, and the most irritating pose
I know," cried Lord Henry, laughing; and the two young men
went out into the garden together, and ensconced themselves
on a long bamboo seat that stood in the shade of a tall
laurel bush. The sunlight slipped over the polished leaves.
In the grass white daisies were tremulous (DG II, 16).
The additional description tends generally to be more florid, more impres
sionistic, more "purple."^
Lord Henry philosophizes at greater length in DG II.

In Chapter

VI (Chapter IV, DG I), for example, he expounds on individualism and the
pleasure principle in four additional pages (DG II, 143-146) which make

^With reference to the "tremulous daisies," it is interesting to
note that to Wilde, flowers were a "part of desire." See Letters, p.
509. Wilde seems to have substituted, in this case, a phrase more
implicative than the one he deleted.
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Lord Henry's influence more pervasive and also change the emphasis in
the chapter, thus changing the form.
Further additions are witty and cynical comments on marriage.
For example, in DG^ I (95), Lord Henry tells Dorian that his house is
"'rather lonely'" since his wife has left him.

In DG II (384) he

sardonically adds that "'of course, married life is merely a habit,
a bad habit.'"
Finally, there are changes which can be called autobiographical,
or attempts to erase the autobiographical.

Thus, in DG I, Dorian is

blackballed at a West End Club (as Wilde was in fact, see above, Ch. I,
p. 43).

DG II erases the stigma by only "very nearly" (DG II, 258)

blackballing him.
These changes will be discussed in more detail in the character
analyses.

The changes point to a different Wilde, one who is giving

more emphasis to Lord Henry, who is excusing himself through his char
acters, who is attempting to erase references to homosexuality, who is
denigrating marriage to a greater extent than before, and who is show
ing a marked preference for decadent prose.

The change in Wilde can

be seen in the change of form, a change which necessarily resulted from
the addition of several chapters and perhaps purposely or perhaps
inadvertently resulted from the change in the man.
In DG II, Chapters I and II remain basically the same.

Basil

explains his artistic worship of Dorian; Lord Henry impresses Dorian
with his philosophy of seizing each of life's experiences and Dorian
wishes that he might stay young.

Chapter III is added at this point.

The day after Lord Henry meets Dorian, he goes to see his
uncle to find out more about Dorian, and he becomes fascinated with

the idea of exercising his influence on Dorian and with becoming an
inspiration to him.
Leaving his uncle to lunch with his Aunt Agatha, Lord Henry
dominates the conversation with his witty paradoxes and epigrams.
The luncheon is concluded as the chapter ends, a chapter consisting
to a great degree of Lord Henry's witticisms, but also one which
serves as a rationalization for Lord Henry's interest in Dorian,
which is presumably artistic.

The play of wit and the multiplicity

of aphorisms and paradoxes are indicative of Wilde's later style,
which he perfected in his plays.
The first three chapters together form an expanded introduc
tion, with Lord Henry's part given considerably more importance, an
importance which increases as the story progresses, for most of the
additions to the original chapters consist of either his philosophy
or his wit.
Chapter IV (Chapter III, DG I), in which Dorian tells Lord
Henry of his love for Sibyl, and Lord Henry meditates on body and
soul, is followed by the addition of a new Chapter V, wherein we
meet Sibyl Vane, her mother, and her brother.
Sibyl is ecstatically in love.

Her brother, James, who is

leaving for Australia, warns his mother to watch over Sibyl, fearing
that "Prince Charming," who has not revealed his name to Sibyl, may
harm her.

His alarm is so great that he threatens to kill Dorian if

anything happens to her.

The mother, however, dismisses the threat

as a theatricality.
The chapter develops the idea that Sibyl's attitude toward
life is one of willful refusal to face reality— an attitude shared
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by her mother to some extent.

And it also introduces James Vane, a boy

who loves his sister, but whose sullen attitude and incestuous jealousy
prevent the reader from sympathizing with him.
Chapter VI (Chapter IV, DC? I), dealing with Basil's reaction to
Dorian's engagement and Dorian's decision to lead a wholesome life as a
result of his love for Sibyl is enlarged by several pages in which Lord
Henry expounds his philosophy of individualism and the importance of
pleasure, while Chapter VII (Chapter V, DG I), the relating of Sibyl's
performance and Dorian's rejection of her, remains basically unchanged.
The episode concerning Sibyl has been expanded to four chapters
by the addition of Chapter V, but Sibyl is still not the center of focus.
It is Dorian and his development, as influenced by Lord Henry's philos
ophy, which has been further emphasized in additions to Chapter VI, that
we are to notice.

The addition of Chapter V does not strengthen Sibyl's

character; rather it detracts from her personality, and prevents our
empathizing with her.

She is no longer a pure little savior, but a

silly little romanticist.
Chapters VIII through X (Chapters VI - VIII, DG I) remain basi
cally the same, the climax of the section coming when Dorian hides his
picture.

And Chapter XI (Chapter IX, DG I), the chapter on the yellow

book and Dorian's years of experimentation, once more stands alone.
There can be no doubt that Wilde was alarmed at the hue and
cry about the poisonous book, and that he neither believed that a book
could truly influence life nor wanted his readers to assume so.
he was obviously fond of the chapter.

Yet

Had he wished, he could easily

have expanded its material into several chapters.

However, not only

did he not make additions to the chapter, he changed very few

individual words.
murder of Basil.

His solution was to add a whole section after the
This meant that the poisonous book was now in the

middle of the story, where its importance is de-emphasized.

Still a

transitional chapter, it now divides the first half of the story
wherein Dorian has hope of redemption from the last half.

The follow

ing section, Chapters XII through XIV (Chapters X - XII, DG I), with
the story of Basil's murder, is still the climax of the novel; it is
from this point that Dorian is irrevocably lost.

The added section,

Chapters XV through XVIII, merely detail Dorian's further moral dis
integration and frantic efforts both to forget the past and to save
himself physically.
Chapter XV.

In the evening, after Campbell has disposed of

Basil's body, Dorian attends a dinner party.
dominated by Lord Henry and his witticisms.

The conversation is
Dorian is shaken when

Lord Henry asks him what time he arrived home the previous evening.
He rushes home, and seized with a terrible craving for an opiate,
he disguises himself in lower class clothing, and hails a cab which
takes him down toward the river.
While this chapter does not advance the novel to any great
extent, it once more enlarges the part of Lord Henry and it supplies
the reader with further indication of Dorian's dissolution, whereas,
in DG I his vices were only hinted at.
Chapter XVI.

In an opium den, James Vane, hearing an old

woman call Dorian "Prince Charming," rushes up to kill him.

Dorian

asks him how so young a man as he could have been responsible for a
death eighteen years ago.

Horror-stricken at the thought that he
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might have killed the wrong man, James frees Dorian, only to have the
old woman tell him that she has known Dorian for eighteen years.
Establishing the depths to which Dorian descends, the chapter
also re-introduces James Vane and his consuming thirst for vengeance.
But the chapter is most noteworthy for its melodramatic prose, pos
sibly Wilde's worst, with its combination of symbolism, impressionism,
and Wildean realism of the variety found in parts of "Lord Arthur
Savile's Crime," and "The Young King."
For example, as Dorian rides towards the opium den, "the moon
hung low in the sky like a yellow skull.

From time to time a huge

misshapen cloud stretched a long arm across and hid it" (DG II. 336).
This ominous moon is truly an indication of the nature of Dorian's
destination, as we can see when Dorian enters the hellish house.
Shrill flaring gas-jets, dulled and distorted in the fly
blown mirrors that faced them, were ranged round the walls.
Greasy reflectors of ribbed tin backed them, making quivering
discs of light. The floor was covered with ochre-coloured
sawdust, trampled heie and there into mud, and stained with
rings of spilt liquor. Some Malays were crouching by a little
charcoal stove playing with bone counters, and showing their
white teeth as they chattered. In one corner with his head
buried in his arms, a sailor sprawled over a table, and by the
tawdrily painted bar that ran across one complete side stood
two haggard women mocking an old man who was brushing the
sleeves of his coat with an expression of disgust (DG II, 340).
Overdone as the description is, the conversation is worse.

As

Dorian leaves, "a hideous laugh broke from the painted lips of the woman
who had taken the money.

'There goes the devil's bargain!' she hic

coughed, in a hoarse voice.

'Curse you,' he answered, 'don't call me

that. "' (DG II, 344).
While these passages hardly constitute a helpful addition to the
novel, they possibly indicate haste on Wilde's part in supplying some of

s
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the additional material, or perhaps an aesthetic inability to describe
seme scenes and characters.

It seems fairly certain that Wilde knew

the area he pictured, for his descriptions of the streets through which
the cab passes are quite exact, and he is known to have visited slums
at various times.
Chapter XVII.

A week later, Dorian is having a houseparty.

The Duchess of Monmouth banters with Lord Henry in one of Wilde's
frothiest conversations.

As the two are about to leave the conserva

tory, they hear the sound of a fall.

Dorian has fainted.

That night,

at dinner, he is feverishly gay in the attempt to target that he has
seen James Vane's face at the window1.
The ability that Wilde shows in his society comedies is clearly
foreshadowed in Lord Henry's witty conversation, as when he lightly
parries with the duchess about the English.
"I believe in the race," she cried.
"It represents the survival of the pushing."
"It has development."
"Decay fascinates me more."
"What of Art?" she asked.
"It is a malady."
"Love?"
"An illusion."
"Religion?"
"The fashionable substitute for Belief."
"You are a sceptic."
"Never! Scepticism is the beginning of faith" (DG II, 355).
While the conversation sparkles, the action at the end of the
chapter is hackneyed, with such comments as, "With fear in his eyes
Lord Henry rushed through the flapping palms, to find Dorian Gray lying
face downwards on the tiled floor in a death-like swoon" (DG- II, 360,
361).

Inasmuch as the story in this chapter is advanced only by this

melodramatic fainting fit, it is obvious that the stress is to be placed
on Lord Henry’s personality, and not on the action.
Chapter XVIII.

Three days later, Dorian joins a hunting party

and watches his guest, Sir Geoffrey, fire at a hare entering a thicket,
killing not only the hare, but a man hiding there.

Dorian is overjoyed

to learn that the corpse is that of James Vane; he now feels safe.
The four added chapters, XV through XVIII, which include the
James Vane story, balance the four chapters concerned with Sibyl.
Just as Sibyl is not a focal character, neither is James.

The inter

est in these chapters is directed at Dorian and his dissolution, and
Lord Henry, his philosophy and wit.

Dorian plays a part in each chap

ter but Lord Henry is the center of interest in Chapters XV and XVII,
just as he was in Chapters IV and VI.

In Chapters IV and VI, his

philosophy is emphasized; in Chapters XV and XVII, his wit.
Wilde divided the final chapter in DG I into two chapters in
DG II, and added several pages of new material.

It does not seem

likely that he divided the chapter by reason of its length; even with
the new material the chapters in Dil II together are not as long as
the chapter dealing with the influence of the yellow book on Dorian's
life.

In order to ascertain the reason for this division, then, we

must turn to the additions Wilde made, and to form.
In Chapter XIX (first half of Chapter XIII, DG I), there are
three important changes, all inter-related.

First Lord Henry's role

is made more important with several pages of additional comments.
Second, his asking Dorian the secret of his youth, a ridiculous thing
in D(3 I, for surely it is odd that he would wait twelve years before
inquiring, becomes suggestive when in addition, after inquiring about
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the portrait, he meditates, ’"What does it profit a man if he gain the
whole world and lose his own soul!'" (DG II, 389).

The general impres

sion given is that Lord Henry knows what has happened to Dorian and is
only baiting him.

His control of Dorian becomes the more apparent when

Dorian tells him that he is going to change.

Where in DG I, Lord. Henry

pleads, ’" D o n ’t change Dorian; at any rate, don’t change to m e " ’ (DG I,
97), in DG II, he makes the firm statement, ’"You cannot change to me,
Dorian’" (DG II, 397).

And at the end of the chapter, the middle of

Chapter XIII in D£ I, where, in the original, Lord Henry asks Dorian
to join him the next day and Dorian agrees, now Dorian asks, ’"Must I
really come, Harry?’"

Lord Henry replies, " ’Certainly"’ (DG II, 396),

and Dorian hesitantly agrees.

He is meek and submissive.

Third, in DG II, Lord Henry definitely rejects the possibility
that the yellow book, or any book, can have influence.
As for being poisoned by a book, there is no such thing as
that. Art has no influence on action. It annihilates the
desire to act. It is superbly sterile. The books that the
world calls immoral are books that shoxtf the world its own
shame. That is all (DG II, 395).
It seems evident, then, that while the influence of the poison
ous book has been definitely denied, the influence of Lord Henry is
definitely emphasized.

And by dividing the chapter Wilde has furlther

emphasized the fact through form, in effect giving the chapter to Lord
Henry.
Chapter XX, like the last half of the final chapter in DG I.
contains the denouement, with Dorian dead and the portrait once mere
that of a beautiful young man.
DG II, then, has three introductory chapters which revolve
around Lord Henry's philosophy; four chapters which tell the story
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of Sibyl, two of which elucidate further Lord Henry's philosophy; and
three chapters which relate to Dorian's gradual decision to follow Lord
Henry's teachings.

Chapter XI divides the novel, relating Dorian's

activities during an eighteen-year span.

The following three chapters

are concerned with the murder of Basil, while the next four balance the
episode concerning Sibyl with the story of James Vane, with two of the
four chapters stressing Lord Henry's wit.

The final two chapters are a

recaptitulation, with another chance for Dorian which fails, and another
and a stronger statement of the influence of Lord Henry, the consequence
of which is Dorian's death.
With the addition of James Vane's death to counter balance the
death of Sibyl, her story loses importance and becomes just one minor
incident opposite another.

And the additional material devoted to Lord

Henry makes him a far more important character than he was in DG I, with
the result that Basil becomes less noticeable.

Wilde's examination of

the influence of the artist and the hedonistic philosopher has given way
to a more exclusive interest in the hedonist.
In De Profundis, Wilde wrote that "what the artist is always
looking for is that mode of existence in which soul and body are one
and indivisible; in which the outward is expressive of the inward:
in which Form reveals" (Letters, p. 473).

It seems that in both

versions of his novel Wilde was attempting to make Form reveal.
The following chart graphically demonstrates the variation in
form between DG I and DG_ II.

I have noted those characters, other

than Dorian, who are important so far as form is concerned.

Chapter

numbers in DG I are placed opposite those chapters with similar content
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in EKI II so that Wilde's additions are more readily apparent.

Lines

between chapters indicate major divisions in the novel.

DG I
DIVISIONS
Introduction

Doriar.'s
chance for
salvation
(Sibyl)

Dorian's
choice of
hedonism

Yellow book

Climax
(Basil's
murder)

CHAPTER
I
II

III
IV
V

VI
VII
VIII

Basil
Lord Henry

I
II
III

Basil
Lord Henry
Lord Henry

Sibyl, Lord Henry

IV
V
VI
VII

Sibyl, LH
Sibyl
Sibyl, LH
Sibyl, Basil

Sibyl, LH
Sibyl, Basil

Lord Henry
Basil

IX

X
XI
XII

VIII
IX
X

Basil
Basil
Basil

XII
XIII
XIV

XV
XVI
XVII
XVIII

XIII

Lord Henry
Basil

IX

Further
dissolution
(James Vane)

Recapitulation
Denouement

DG II
CHAPTER

Hetty Merton,
Lord Henry

XIX
XX

Basil
Basil
Basil

Lord Henry
James Vane
James Vane, LH
James Vane

Hetty, LH

CHAPTER III

SYMBOLISM

"All art is at once surface and symbol.
surface do so at their peril.
their peril" (DG II, 6, 7).

Those who go beneath the

Those who read the symbol do so also at
These three aphorisms from the "Preface"

to The Picture of Dorian Gray serve as both a warning to critics and an
apologia for Wilde's novel; and they also substantiate Wilde's interest
in symbol and his use of it.
Beauty was to Wilde "the symbol of symbols" ("The Critic as
Artist," I, 160).

In order to explore its facets, symbolism "suggestive

of many meanings, . . .
the obvious vehicle.

as symbolism should be" (Letters, p. 315), was

But not just beauty, all of art was inherently

symbolic to Wilde because man, the producer of art, was a symbol.
prison he applies his definition to himself.

In

"I was a man who stood

in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my age.

I had realized

this for myself at the very dawn of my manhood, and had forced my age
to realize it afterwards" (Letters, p. 466).
Wilde's interest in symbolism may have been stimulated by his
contacts with some of the French Symbolists.

He knew Mallarme,

Verlaine, and Rimbaud; and he particularly admired the work of

■''Citing to DG II in this chapter indicates that the reference
is not present in DG I.
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Puves da Chavanne, and Gustave Moreau.

2

But where the French were

sophisticated and advanced in their use of symbol, Wilde was naive.
As his writing of fiction progressed, however, so did his use of sym
bols.

Almost all of his symbols can be found in Dorian Gray, and some

degree or progress, a slightly more sophisticated treatment, can be
noted.
His treatment of the wind is a case in point.

In "The Star-

Child," after the woodcutter has brought the child home and his wife
is chiding him, a bitter wind comes through the open door, making her
tremble.

This winter wind is naturally cold, but it is also symbolic

of the wife's spiritual coldness, which the woodcutter recognizes when
he asks if "'into a house where a heart is hard cometh there not always
a bitter wind?1" (VIII, 143).
The wind of spiritual coldness becomes the wind of disaster in
Salome. After the Syrian Captain kills himself, Herod feels this cold
wind.
" Ct is cold here. There is a wind blowing. Is there not
a wind blowing?"
"No, there is no wind."
"I tell you there is a wind that blows. . . . And I hear
in the air something that is like the beating of wings, like
the beating of vast wings" (III, 43, 44).
The approaching death of Iokanaan is heralded by another wind
noticed by Herod just before Salome asks for Iokanaan's head.
Ah! it is cold here! There is an icy wind and I hear. . .
wherefore do I hear in the air this beating of wings? Ah!
one might fancy a huge black bird that hovers over the ter
race. Why can I not see it, this bird? The beat of its
wings is terrible. The breath of the wind of its wings is
terrible. It is a chill wind (III, 67).
2
Edouard Roditi, Oscar Wilde (Norfolk, Conn.:
Books, 1947), p. 231.
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The cold wind of impending doom can also be found in Dorian Gray.
As Dorian takes Basil Hallward up to see his deteriorating picture, "a
cold current of air passed them, and the lights shot up for a moment in
a flame of murky orange.

He shuddered" (DG I, 81).

The chill comes

from a little-used room, but it is also the cold of foreboding.

Because

he has seen the portrait, Basil will be killed.
The dread chill of doom is felt again later in the novel when
Dorian fears that the "shadows of his crime" will haunt him.

"As the

thought crept through his brain, he grew pale with terror, and the air
seemed to him to have become suddenly colder" (DG II, 363, 364).
Wilde uses the warm wind in his novel to symbolize love and
desire, as when Sibyl Vane tells her mother of her love for Dorian,
and "some southern wind of passion swept over her” (DG II, 113).
Where the wind suggests doom, three symbols hide reality and
the truth— dust, the veil, and the mask.

A few examples of each should

suffice to illustrate Wilde’s use of them.
In the young King's second dream, he is on a galley in a little
bay when a find red dust blows from the shore covers the sails.

Three

Arabs ride out and throw spears at the galley, and one of them is killed
by the galley master.

As the Arab falls into the surf, a woman in a yel

low veil looks silently back at the dead body as she slowly rides away.
The young King does not realize what his dream signifies, and the dust,
like the veil, obscuring the vision, symbolizes the fact.^

^In Salome, too, the veil is yellow, a color associated with
intuition ana intellect. Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Sym
bols , trans. by Jack Sage (New York: Philosophical Library, Inc.,
1962), p. 52.
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The obscuring dust also appears in "The Fisherman and His Soul."
When the Fisherman is trying to get rid of his Soul, he runs to see a
Witch; a cloud of dust follows him.

He does not understand the conse

quences of his actions, and the dust reveals his lack of insight.
Likewise, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, James Vane tries to
warn his sister against Dorian, and "a white dust, tremulous cloud of
orris root it seemed, hung in the panting air" (DG II, 127).

Sibyl

will not believe her brother; she is blind to the truth.
The veil can be found in Salome as well as in "The Young King."
The young Syrian Captain comments that the moon '"is like a little
princess who wears a yellow veil'" (III, 10).

The moon, symbol for

Salome, is beautiful, but the veil informs us that her beauty hides
the cruelty and ugliness of the real princess.
In Dorian Gray, the veil presents two aspects.

To Basil, it is

unfavorable; when he talks to Dorian about the portrait, he refers to
his pleasure in the fact that Dorian's personality '"was directly pre
sented to me without must or veil'" (DG II, 210).

The Mephistophelian

Lord Henry, on the other hand, in his perverse way likes the veil.

He

reflects that ordinary people waited until life disclosed to them its
secrets, but "'to the few, to the elect, the mysteries of life were
revealed before the veil was drawn away'" (DG I, 30).
veil and the mist as does Basil, he later

a v o w s

Equating the

that "'a mist makes

things wonderful'" (DG II, 373).
Wilde used the mask throughout his career, referring to it in
his criticism and essays as well as his fiction and drama, so that we
find him saying of one poet that he "looks out through many masks,
some beautiful" (VI, 31).

Cecily, in The Importance of Being Earnest,
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calls the behavior of those in society a "'shallow mask of manners'"
(XI, 274), while Lady Chiltern, in An Ideal Husband, accuses her hus
band of condemning the "'mask you have been wearing all these years!
A horrible painted mask!'" (XII, 312).

And later, when Lord Goring is

about to call the police to prosecute Mrs. Cheveley, Wilde says in the
stage directions that she is in agony.

"A mask has fallen from her"

(XII, 369).
The mask is part of Dorian, too, for he finally understands,
when he is about to slash his portrait, that "his beauty has been to
him but a mask" (DG II, 399).
While the dust, veil, and mask obscure the truth, so also at
times does the mirror, probably one of Wilde's most central symbols.
The mirrow troubled him, its reflections distasteful except when con
nected with love or beauty.

A part of this attitude can be seen in a

letter in which Wilde refers to a lake which was "wise enough to
reflect nothing but its own beauty; would that the same could be said
of all mirrors" (Letters, p. 825).

In another letter, "a mirror will

give back to one one's own sorrow" (Letters, p. 415).

And in yet

another, "the eyes of one who loves one are the only mirror" (Letters,
p. 813).

The "eyes of one who loves one"

do not

necessarily reflect

a true image inasmuch as they are affected by the emotions; but Wilde
does not necessarily want a true image; he would like to find in the
mirror confirmation only of that which he wishes to see.
In Wilde's work the mirror is also a perfect reflector of love.
In the first act of The Duchess of Padua, Guido speaks of "'the flawless
mirror of our love'" (III, 100), while in the second act, Beatrice says
that Guido's "'eyes are polished mirrors; by looking in them, I can see

myself therein, and so I know my likeness lives in thee’" (III, 149).
Beatrice sees herself in Guido's eyes the way she wants to appear, and
she also believes that her image of herself is the one which Guido sees
and remembers.
The mirror reflects the. inner self of Star-child.

As he enters

the city, near the end of the story, be looks into a shining shield and
he can ;ee that he has regained his physical beauty, but he can also see
"that in his eyes which he had not seen before" (VII, 164).

The mirror

of his soul, his eyes now reflect the inward as well as the outward.
But the mirror can reflect opposites as well.^

In "The Birth

day of the Infanta," the Dwarf, running through the palace sees a fig
ure across the room watching him.

It is his mirrored reflection, but

not knowing what he looks like, he does not realize it.
the sunlight, he sees the figure move

t o o .

Walking into

"The Infanta!

It was a

monster, the most grotesque monster he had ever beheld" (VII, 61).
The Dwarf subconsciously realizes that it is the Infanta who is truly
deformed and grotesque.

The mirror has reflected her soul.

"The Fisherman and His Soul" also has mirrors.

The Soul, try

ing to tempt the Fisherman to leave the sea, offers him the Mirror of
Wisdom, telling him "'it reflecteth all things that are in heaven and
on earth, save only the face of him who looketh into it'" (VII, 102).
All other mirrors are only the "'Mirrors of Opinion'" (VII, 102).
Wilde seems to believe that what one sees in the ordinary mirror is
only opinion and not necessarily a true reflection of the real self.

^Cirlot, p. 202, and Paula Elkisch, "The Psychological Signifi
cance of the Mirror," .Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, V (April, 1957), 235.
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In Dorian Gray we have specific reference to the belief that the
mirror is the reflection of the soul.

Dorian believes, at first, tb.it

his portrait will be the "most magical of mirrors" (DG I, 52); it will
reveal to him his soul" (DG I, 52),

As time passes, however, he uses a

real mirror to contrast his physical beauty with the loathsome portrait,
"for it was an unjust mirror, this mirror of his soul that he was look
ing at" (DG I, 99).

Finally realizing that both mirrors are illusory,

e breaks the actual mirror: "his beauty had been to him but a mask"
'DG II, 399); and he slashes the portrait, the "mirror of his soul"
O G I, 99).
The deceptive mirror is also used in Salome, but it is desirable
fcr Herod as he reflects that "'only in mirrors is it well to look, for
mirrors do but show us masks'" (III, 76).
mask, does not reflect the true Herod.

The mirror, in reflecting the

His real ar.d evil self is hidden

fr >m view.
Where Dorian seems guilt-ridden and despises the illusory mirror,
particularly in DG II, Herod relishes the fact that the mirror is decep
tive.

It no longer mirrors the soul.
It seems likely that Wilde used this deceitful mirror as a method

of rationalizing his aging.

His deteriorating appearance horrified him,

aid by maintaining that the mirror only reflected a mask, he could con
sole himself with the idea that this was not the real Wilde; it was
merely a "mirror of opinion."
The "Preface" to Dorian Gray contains the aphorism, "It is the
spectator and not life, that art really mirrors" (DG II, 7).

While

this aphorism is one of taose which enabled Wilde to retaliate against
his critics, it also may be considered evidence of self-deception on
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Wilde's part, for he was one who claimed that art is subjective, and
therefore it does mirror the artist.

Possibly Wilde did not want to

face this mirror at the time.
The view that Wilde, like Herod, did not want to face his inner
self seems to be supported by another recurrent symbol— that of the per
sonified conscience, which seems closely related to the Jungian anima
or the Freudian super-ego.
This personified conscience can be seen in the beggar woman
(Star-child's mother), and the leper (his father), when Star-child
pleads for forgiveness.

Neither speaks, and by their very silence

they seem to be accusing him of his past deeds (VII, 165).
In the young King's second dream, when the galley master shoots
an Arab, a woman in a yellow veil looks silently at the dead body.
While the veil has already been discussed as a symbol of the young
King's lack of understanding (see above, p.55), the woman herself is
another of the silent conscience figures.

She says nothing as she

view’s the killing, but as in'Star-Child," the silence is accusative.
In a third dream, as the young King watches Death kill men
working in mines, a pilgrim suddenly appears and tells him to look
into the mirror to see for whom the men are working.

While the pil

grim is not completely silent, he is similar to the silent figures.
It is the Soul who sees the conscience figure in "The Fisher
man and His Soul."

As he searches for something v?ith which to tempt

the Fisherman, he meets some Negroes carrying a palanquin.

A pale-

faced Circassian woman looks out and smiles at him and the Soul fol
lows her.

When the woman enters a square white house with no windows

and a door "like the door of a tomb" (VII, 107), she smiles at him
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again.

But when he returns later, the house is gone; and when he sees

that, he knows who the woman was, and why she had smiled at him.
Another of the mysterious symbols of the intuition or sub-conscious
mind, she was expressing a desire for the Soul's re-integration with
the Fisherman.
Dorian, too, has an encounter with such a figure.

After he

has left Sibyl Vane for the last time, he wanders through the streets,
and a white-smocked carter offers him some cherries.

Dorian thanks

him, wondering why the carter refuses to accept any money for the
cherries; and he eats them

listlessly.

"They had been plucked at

midnight, and the coldness of the moon had entered into them" (DG I,
41).
In giving Dorian the cherries, the carter, personification of
Dorian's conscience, is accusing him.

The cherries are symbolic of

Sibyl, who lost her virginal innocence, not sexually, but mentally,
when Dorian deserted her.

Completely disillusioned and heartbroken,

she committed suicide shortly after midnight.

The coldness of the

cherries is the coldness of death.
But Dorian also has a conscience in his portrait, and it, too,
is a silent accuser.

After Dorian learns of Sibyl's death and sees

the alteration in his portrait, he reflects that "the picture, changed
or unchanged, would be to him the visible emblem of conscience" (DG I,
43).

And near the end of the novel he admits that "it had been like a

conscience to him.

Yes, it had been a conscience.

He would destroy

it" (DG I, 99).
It may be that the personified conscience was a subconscious
manifestation of Wilde's feelings; or it may be that he felt the need
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of emphasizing Dorian's guilt by providing him with carter, portrait, and
mirror.

Subconscious or not, Wilde had his own silent figure.

was in prison he wrote that he was not alone.
like an angel, stands always at my side.

When he

"A slim thing, gold-haired

His presence overshadows me.

He moves in the gloom like a white flower" (Letters, p. 389).

Where the

characters in his works seem to need a reminder of their misdeeds, Wilde
only needs comforting; there is

no admission of

It is interesting to note that three

of

guilt for him.
these accusingfigures

are women (even Wilde's personal angel, a male, seems rather effeminate),
and that in most instances crime is involved.

This symbol, along with

the others, clearly indicates a

need to hide or

mask either thetruthor

the self, a sense of guilt, and

a feeling of foreboding.

Wilde once told Yeats that "if you wish to be melancholy hold in
your left hand an image of the Moon made of silver, and if you wish to
be happy, hold in your right hand an image of the Sun made out of gold."^
The silver moon is more than melancholy in The Duchess of Padua; it is
grey with horror after Guido murders Beatrice's husband (III, 197).
A melancholy white moon in "The Nightingale and the Rose,"which
listens to the song of the dying Nightingale (VII, 200), in turn gives
way to a chaste and pure moon in "The Fisherman and His Soul," when the
Fisherman describes the Mermaid's body as "’whiter than the moon'" (VII,
77).
And the moon is doom in Dorian Gray when the "coldness of the
moon" (DG II, 41) enters the cherries the carter gives to Dorian (see
above, p. 61).

^William Butler Yeats, Essays and Introductions (New York:
The Macmillan Company, 1961), p. 93.
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The chaste moon of "The Fisherman and His Soul," and the fore
boding moon of Dorian Gray become key symbols in Salome.

For example,

the page of Herodias establishes the mood of the play in one of the
opening speeches, warning us of death to come by referring to the
moon.

"'She is like a woman rising from a tomb.

woman"' (III, 9).

She is like a dead

And later he repeats the theme, saying that the

moon looks like the "'hand of a dead woman who is seeking to cover
herself with a shroud'" (III, 27).
Salome, on the other hand, who considers the moon to be a
cold, chaste virgin (III, 20), equates Iokanaan with this same moon.
"'I am sure he is chaste, as the Moon is.

He is like a moonbeam,

like a shaft of silver'" (III, 30).
The silver moon, then, came to be more than a melancholy moon
to Wilde.

It became chaste and pure, but also forbidding.

It is

interesting that Wilde would combine a sexual image with one of fore
boding.

Perhaps his submerged feelings of guilt were making them

selves known.
Wilde also had a golden moon.

In "The Star-Child," the wood

cutters are overjoyed on a winter's night because they can see the
lights of home before them, and "the Earth seemed to them like a
flower of silver, and the Moon like a flower of gold" (VII, 139).
While this moon is obviously a happy one, the moon is honey-colored
for the young King when he awakens from his first dream (VII, 13),
and the moon is hanging in "honey-coloured air" (VII, 90) while the
Fisherman is cutting away his Soul.

Neither is a very happy occasion.

In Dorian Gray, the "great honey-coloured moon" (DG I, 97) is
waiting to be charmed by Dorian's piano playing, according to Lord
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Henry, but the yellow moon is positively menacing, "a yellow skull" (DG
II, 336), when Dorian is on his way to the opium dens.
Later in Wilde's life the golden moon acquired sexual overtones,
just as did the silver moon, when Wilde came to refer to a boyfriend as
a "harvest moon" (Letters, 748, 760, 767).
The symbols discussed thus far were private symbols, that is,
they reflect aspects of Wilde's thought as well as his personality,
although they are not necessarily original ones.

But Wilde also used

one symbol in particular which was in common use— the rose; and it is
perhaps typical of him that he would choose this most decorative of
emblems.

In The Symbolic Rose, Barbara Seward has commented that Wilde

"was a writer very much of the nineties who possessed sufficient sta
ture to bring to the decadent English rose the symbolic quality of the
F r e n c h . T h e rose makes its appearance in Wilde's letters, for exam
ple, with reference to "the season with its red roses of pleasure"
(Letters, p. 315), while his stories contain many examples of his use
of the symbol.
"The Nightingale and the Rose," of course, uses the flower as
a symbol throughout.

The Infanta gives the Dv/arf a white rose emblem

atic of her cruelty; and the Christ-like young King's crown of thorns
blossoms with roses "redder than rubies" (VII, 122), when he

vulates

the passion of Christ.
In Dorian Gray, Dorian, a "young Adonis made of ivory and rose
leaves" (DG I, 4), is invested with the purity and virginal innocence
of a "rose-white boyhood" (DG I, 44) and the warmer passions of a

^Barbara Seward, The Symbolic Rose (New York:
sity Press, 1960), p. 84.

Columbia Univer
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"rose-red youth" (DG I, 14).

The red rose of passion later becomes

apparent when Sibyl tells her mother about her feelings for Dorian, and
"a rose shook in her blood, and shadowed her cheeks" (DG II, 113).

The

same passion is later reflected when Sibyl's blush is like "the shadow of
a rose" (DG I, 37).

But the rose is used in a completely different con

text when Dorian's picture

>eing finished, symbolizing decay and doom.

"The heavy scent of roses seemed to brood over everything" (DG I, 18).
In Salome, roses reflect passion or the lack of it, and cruelty.
Salome, at the beginning of the play, is first compared to the dead white
moon, and then to a white rose suggestive of cold virginity.
have I seen her so pale.

'"Never

She is like the shadow of a white rose in a

mirror of silver'" (III, 12).

Later, when she tries to seduce Iokanaan,

the white rose becomes a symbol of a strange lust. '"The roses in the
garden of the Queen of Arabia are not so white as thy body'" (III, 33).
Salome's passion is tempered by cruelty, and the cold whiteness rein
forces the sadism in her nature.
Herod's garland of roses is foreboding.

Just prior to Iokanaan's

death the garland begins to pain Herod and it seems to him that "'the
flowers are like fire. . . . They are like stains of blood'" (III, 67).
The garland, the pain, and the blood all forecast doom.
But the rose was not the only flower of Wilde's choice; another
favorite was the lily, and it was to this flower that he turned, as well
as to the white rose, to depict purity.

Guido, in The Duchess of Padua,

referring to the inspiration of woman's love, speaks of Veronese who
painted '"God's Magdalen, slim as a lily and as white'" (III, 151),
while later, Beatrice asks Guido why he came into her life.
in my tender heart the white flower of love?'" (Ill, 159).

"'Why sow
These
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lilies of supposedly passionless and pure love become emblematic of for
giveness ini "The Young King," when the young King's staff blossoms with
lilies, while they also symbolize the young King's purity and goodness
(VII, 121),.

Salome also has reference to the flower; lokanaan's body

is "'white as lilies'" (III, 128), and in Dorian Gray, the curves of
Sibyl's throat are "the curves of a white lily" (DG I, 37).
WiJ.de loved flowers all of his life; to him they were "part of
desire" (Letters, p. 509).

It is not to be wondered at then that both

the rose and the lily became associated in his mind with his loves.
Lord Alfred Douglas, for example, became "Prince Fleur de Lys,"* while
a certain Maurice Gilbert combined the qualities of the "French lily
and the English rose" (Letters, p. 748).
Wilde's symbols, in general, tend to become associated with
his sexual problem, with his feelings of guilt, and with a premoni
tion of disaster.

Although some of his symbols have various meanings,

almost all of those used in Dorian Gray reflect either guilt or doom.
There is foreboding in the wind, the white and the yellow moon, and
the rose.

And there is conscience in the silent carter, the portrait,

and the mirror.

But just as guilt requires a conscience, so does it

both deny and try to hide.

And so the mirror is, at times, illusory,

as are its companion symbols, the dust, veil, and mask.
TSius far we have discussed the portrait as mirror of the soul,
as mask, and conscience.

But it is also symbolic of both Lord Henry

and Basil-, to some extent, as will be discussed later.

CHAPTER IV

THE MINOR CHARACTERS

The Picture of Dorian Gray is primarily a story with three char
acters.

However, there are a few minor characters in DG I, and an

increased number in DG II.

For example, Sibyl Vane's brother James

and her mother have roles in DG II, while they do not appear in DG I.
The added chapters in DG II are concerned, to a considerable extent,
with Lord Henry's conversational ability at parties, and so a number
of "guests" receive some notice.

Of these minor characters, only a

few warrant comment.
Sibyl Vane is, of course, the most important in both versions.
A beautiful seventeen-year-old actress with violet eyes and rose-petal
lips, she is shy, gentle, and modest.

Her appearance is quite similar

to that of Constance, Wilde's wife, and to Sybil Merton in "Lord Arthur
Savile's Crime," with whom she shares her first name.
different, however.

(The spelling is

The variation may support the theory that Wilde

meant Sibyl's first name to be ironic.

Sybil Merton is a successful

Venus figure while Sibyl Vane is the reverse; the vowels in the name
are reversed.

See below, pages 72, 73, for comment on the possible

ironic implication of Sibyl's last name.)
The name, "Sibyl," had a compound meaning for Wilde.

Like the

Sibyl who ruled over the paradise which is Monte della Sibilla in the
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Apennines, she is a Venus figure, and to he adored.^
weak.

But she is also

She cannot compete with the woman of mystery, the woman with a

secret.
The mysterious woman fascinated Wilde and gradually became asso
ciated in his mind with the fabled and enigmatic sphinx, a creature which
he characterizes in his poem of that name not only as secretive, but also
as possessed of a poisonous allure.
fascinating secrets but she is evil.

If woman is a sphinx, then, she has
Further, inasmuch as the sphinx is

only partly human, she presents no sexual threat.
Wilde's association of the sphinx and the woman who fascinates
becomes evident when we recall that Wilde gave Ada Leverson, a long-time
friend of his, this appellation.

But the association was made earlier

in his story, "The Sphinx without a Secret."

This "Gioconda in sables"

(IX, 77) is fascinating only so long as she has an air of mystery.

Once

it is discovered that she has no real secret, that she is only fantasiz
ing, she becomes merely a rather silly, overly-romantic female— a sphinx
without a secret.
Virginia Otis, in "The Canterville Ghost," fascinates her hus
band by keeping the secret of the ghost; and Lady Windemere, in "Lord
Arthur Savile's Crime," has "the fascination of a sinner" (IX, 4), with
that "inordinate passion for pleasure which is the secret of remaining
young" (IX, 5).

Like the Sphinx, she has a poisonous allure.

■^Andrea da Barbarino, in 1391, told the story of this Sibyl in
one of the first recorded versions of the Tannhaiiser legend. Ernest
Newman, The Wagner Operas (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1949), pp. 64, 65.
The myth was of great importance to Wilde and will be further discussed
in Chapter VIII. Wilde's choice of the name "Sibyl" may have been influ
enced by legends of the Cumaean Sibyl as well as those of the Sibyl in
the Tannhaiiser tradition. See, for example, Petronius Satvricon 48.33,
and Ovid Metamorphoses xiv.462 ff.
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But women in general are not alluring or fascinating.
defines them through the words of his alter ego, Lord Henry.

Wilde
When t..

Duchess of Monmouth asks him to describe women as a sex, he replies
that they are "'Sphinxes without secrets'" (DG II, 360).

It follows

that man is justified in rejecting such uninteresting creatures.
Sybil Merton, in "Lord Arthur Savile's Crime," is the adored
Sybil.

"A symbol of all that is good and noble" (IX, 32), she gives

Arthur "the best things a woman can give tc any man— worship, tender
ness, and love" (IX, 69), and Lord Arthur worships her in turn.

He

deliberately fulfills his destiny— he commits murder— so that he can
go to her.
The association of Sybil Merton with the Cumaean Sibyl, loved
by Apollo, who wished for a long life but forgot to ask for enduring
youth, is brought out when Wilde says that for Lord Arthur and Sybil,
"romance was not killed by reality.

They always felt young" (IX, 69).

Age does not affect them as it did .he Cumaean Sibyl; their relation
ship is ideal.
While Sybil Merton is ideal, a change of attitude toward the
Sibyl can be noticed in a cri
poetry.

cism Wilde wrote of Mary Robinson's

Feeling that she had a rather weak talent and not a truly

creative one, she observed that she did not have the "strength for
the solving of secrets.

She should never leave her garden, and as

for her wandering out into the desert to ask the Sphinx questions,
that should be sternly forbidden to her. . . . Her seat is with the
sibyls, not with the lymphs" ("Notes on Some Modern Poets," VI, 41,
42).

The sibyl has weakened and is no competition for the Sphinx.
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It is this Sibyl that we sea in The Picture of Dorian Gray.
Dorian does adore her; he ecstatically exclaims to Lord Henry that she
is "'sacred!'" (DG I, 27).

"'From her little head to her little feet,

she is absolutely and entirely divine'" (DG I, 28).
great heroines of the world in one.
(DG I, 28).

"'She is all the

She is more than an individual'"

"'My God, Harry, how I worship her!'" (DG I, 29).

As an actress, Sibyl is a woman of mystery, and as such she
attracts Dorian.

"'Ordinary women never appeal to one's imagination.

. . . There is no mystery in them. . . . But an actress!
an actress is!"' (DG I, 26).
Sibyl's voice.

Dorian is particularly intrigued with

Like that of Lord Henry, it is unforgettable.

of them says something different.
I, 26).

How different

"'Each

I don't know which to follow'" (DG

Sibyl lures Dorian to the romantic, while Lord Henry lures

him to the sensual.
While Sibyl represents the romantic, she does not represent
passion.

Rather, she is like the Mermaid in "The Fisherman and His

Soul," and Iokanaan, in Salome, both of whom are depicted as cold and
chaste.

Of the Mermaid, Wilde states:

Her body was as white ivory, and her tail was of silver and
pearl. Silver and pearl was her tail, and the green weeds
of the sea coiled round it; and like sea shells were her
ears, and her lips were like sea coral. The cold waves
dashed over her cold breasts, and the salt glistened upon
her eyelids (VII, 70).
White ivory, silver, and coldness also symbolize chastity when
Salome speaks of Iokanaan:
an image of silver.

"He is like a thin ivory statue.

He is like

I am sure he is chaste, as the moon is.

He is like

a moonbeam, like a shaft of silver.
as ivory" (III, 30).

His flesh must be very cold, cold

Sibyl, too, has an ivory body.

Dorian tells Lord Henry that

'"when I think of the wonderful soul that is hidden away in that little
ivory body, I am filled with awe'" (DG I, 28), and Wilde comments that
"her hands seemed to be made of cool ivory" (DG I, 37).

Although Lord

Henry reflects that "out of its secret hiding-place had crept [Dorian's]
Soul, and Desire had come to meet it on the way" (DG I, 29), Wilde was
not describing Sibyl in words of passion.
Sibyl also seems to incorporate some of the characteristics of
the Cumaean Sibyl.

A prophetess to an extent, she exclaims that she is

not worthy to marry Dorian (DG II, 141), but he does not believe her
until he later finds that she has lost her acting ability.

Where the

Cumaean Sibyl wishes for long life, Sibyl wishes for eternal happiness
(DG II, 115).

Where the Cumaean Sibyl becomes an old hag, Sibyl's

inability to perform seems to suggest to Dorian that a future with her
will be drab; she is not an enticing character in a play, but an unex
citing mortal who will grow old.

The Cumaean Sibyl did not realize

that she should have asked for lasting youth; Sibyl does not realize
that she must eternally fascinate Dorian with.her role-playing.

When

they realize their mistakes, both wish for death.
Sibyl's influence is such that she can make Dorian forget Lord
Henry's theories, and regret what Lord Henry has taught him.

But when

Dorian takes Lord Henry and Basil to see Sibyl perform in Romeo and
Juliet, her acting is artificial.

Her love for Dorian is so great

that she no longer needs to live vicariously on the stage, and her
acting ability is gone.

Wilde chooses a passage from the play in

proof rf her wooden performance:
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The few words she had to speak—
Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;
For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do touch,
And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss— "
with the brief dialogue that follows, were spoken in a thoroughly
artificial manner. The vcice was exquisite, but from the point
of view of tone it was absolutely false. It was wrong in colour.
It took away all the life from the verse. It made the passion
unreal (DG I , 37).
Wilde's choice of passages from Romeo and Juliet only emphasizes
the fact that the pilgrim Dorian's passion is unreal, and Sibyl is an
unworthy Venus.
After the play is over, Sibyl is not dejected because of her
bad performance, but happy because Dorian has "'freed [her] soul from
prison'" (DG I, 39).

He has taught her what reality is and she need

no longer live the stage life of her characters.
be a puppet.

But the puppet is what Dorian wants.

She need no longer
No longer masked

by the characters she plays, she is no longer fascinating.

She is a

sphinx without a secret, "'a third-rate actress with a pretty face'"
(DG I, 40).

When Dorian rejects her, she flings herself at his feet

in abject despair, promising to try to improve her acting.

Selfless

in her devotion, she will do anything for Dorian, but he will not
listen.

He turns and leaves.
Sibyl is one who might have saved Dorian, as Basil realized

when he approved of their marriage.

She had the ability to create in

men a sense of spiritual beauty, but she is not strong enough to with
stand the impulses released by a hedonistic life style.
name gives her away.

Sibyl Vane's

Like her medieval Italian forebear (see p. 68,

fn. 1), she has the power to enchant, but unlike the earlier Sibyl,
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her powers are in vain.

Whether Wilde intended her last name to be a pun

is questionable, but it is certainly true that her attractions are not
enough to win Dorian.
The naive Sibyl is regarded sympathetically by Basil, but Lord
Henry and Dorian reveal information about her which sheds a different
light on her character.
She never calls Dorian by his name, but "Prince Charming," an
indication that she is romanticizing their affair.

Lord Henry elicits

the information that Dorian did not propose, but that Sibyl assumed
they would be married when Dorian told her he loved her— a fact that
suggests the possibility that she is not as artless as she seems.

And

Dorian says that Sibyl acted badly knowing the reality of love and died
when she realized her concept was unreal.
thought she knew the reality of love.
her own identity.

Actually then, she only

And her confusion encompasses

Lord Henry realizes this when he tells Dorian that

Dorian never loved Sibyl, but the characters she portrayed.

'"The

girl never really lived, and so she has never really died. . . . She
was less real than [the characters she portrayed] are"’ (DG I, 50).
If she did not know herself, if she was not real, then her love was
not real.

And Dorian is vindicated.

Sibyl's role is expanded somewhat in DG IX.

Wilde added a

chapter about the home life of Sibyl, her mother and her brother.
And in this chapter, Sibyl is portrayed as an overly romantic,
foolish girl.

Thrillingly in love with Prince Charming, she cannot

think of anything else.

When her mother reminds her of the debts

they owe, of Sibyl's professional obligations, and of the fact that
they do not know Dorian's financial standing, much less his name,
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she dismisses each item, wanting only to be happy.

Her brother James

tries to warn her to be careful of Dorian but she would not listen.
Neither will she admit to the possibility of anything ugly or drab in
her dream world.

For example, when she asks about her father, her

mother pales, because she was never married, and does not want to
reveal the fact.

Sibyl quickly changes the subject, because "'it

pains you to talk about our father'" (DG II, 115).

She immediately

assumes that her mother "'loved him so much'" (DG II, 115).
When she takes a walk with James before he leaves for Australia,
she imagines what his future will be, in one impossibly romantic story
after another.

Yet she can see artificiality in others as she demon

strates when she accuses James of behaving like a hero in a melodrama
when he threatens to kill Dorian if harm comes to her.

But while she

recognizes the artificiality of his manner, she does not recognize the
sincerity of his emotion.

Her utter refusal to face reality is a will

ful romanticism.
Sibyl represents heterosexual love, but a love that both she
and Dorian have romanticized completely out of proportion.

When Dorian

realizes that she is not the apotheosis of love, he rejects her; he
prefers the world of illusion.
he was putting aside.

As a result, he had to stress the fact that she

was not what she seemed.
drab.

For Wilde, Sibyl represented all that

The illusion was pretty, but the reality was

It could very well be that in Sibyl, Wilde is commenting on his

own marriage.

He may possibly be saying that he had believed marriage

would be wonderful, but it was not.
uninteresting.

In reality, it was dull and

He had been tricked, deceived.

1

a

Hetty Merton does not appear in the story; she is merely spoken
of.

Even then her part is brief.

But she represents Dorian's last

chance to find love, a fact that he recognizes when he reflects that
"she knew nothing, but she had everything that he had lost" (DG I, 98).
A simple village girl, she reminds Dorian of Sibyl Vane.

And like

Sibyl, she is unaware of Dorian's identity; she is completely trust
ing; and she loves him.

Ready to give Dorian her complete devotion,

her life may very possibly have been ruined by his rejection of her.
Where Sibyl shares a first name with the heroine of "Lord Arthur
Savile's Crime," Hetty has the surmane in common with her.

Where

Sybil Merton was Lord Arthur's ideal love, both Sibyl and Hetty are
ideal loves that might have been.
The Duchess of Monmouth is one of the characters who is added
in DG II.

An extremely witty and sophisticated lady, she differs from

Hetty and Sibyl not only because she belongs to the upper class, but
also because she is sphinx-like and fascinating where they are simple
and naive.

Possibly Wilde thought she was more of a threat, too, for

she is married.

But she is sufficiently attracted to Dorian to dis

regard completely Lord Henry's warnings.

And she must be a remarkable

creature, for where Lord Henry does not seem to mind the fact that
Dorian ruined his sister, he takes pains to advise the Duchess against
Dorian.

2

A character who is an afterthought on Wilde's part, she seems
o

When Basil asks Dorian if all the dreadful rumors about his
actions are true, he mentions the names of several men and women whom
Dorian is purported to have ruined. Lady Gwendolen, Lord Henry's sis
ter is one of these unfortunate people. Basil berates Dorian for hav
ing made her name a "by-word" (DG I, 80). He tells Dorian that such
scandal is attached to her name that she is not received in polite
society, and her children have been taken from her. We have no evi
dence that Lord Henry ever mentioned her ruin to Dorian.
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far better suited for Dorian than either Sibyl or Hetty.

Perhaps, then,

Wilde is intimating that this is the kind of woman who could have inter
ested him, but she is already taken.
Lady Brandon is interesting because she seems, at least par
tially, to be a portrait of Wilde's mother (Q.W., 94).

Basil met

Dorian at her home, and when he reports the incident to Lord Henry,
he describes her '"shrill horrid voice,'" while Lord Henry replies
that she is a "'peacock in everything but beauty'" (DG I, 7).

Not

overly attractive, like Lady Wilde she has a penchant for "'giving
a rapid prdcis of all her guests'" (DG I, 7).
I remember her bringing me up to a most truculent and red
faced old gentleman covered all over with orders and ribbons,
and hissing into my ear, in a tragic whisper which must have
been perfectly audible to everybody in the room, something
like "Sir Humpty Dumpty— you know— Afghan frontier— Russian
intrigues: very successful man— wife killed by an elephant—
quite inconsolable— wants to marry a beautiful American widow—
everybody does nowadays— hates Mr. Gladstone— but very much
interested in beetles: ask him what he thinks of Schouvaloff"
(DG I, 7).
Wilde changes her "'shrill hoi rid voice'" to a "curiously shrill
voice'" in DG II, and omits most of the passage quoted above, possibly
feeling that his caricature was too revealing.

But not able to let her

off completely, Wilde gives Lord Henry an additional comment in DG II:
"'My dear fellow, she tried to found a salon and only succeeded in
opening a restaurant.

How could I admire her?"’ (DG II, 21).

Wilde's treatment of Lady Brandon is representative of his treat
ment of almost every woman either mentioned or appearing in the story.
The guests at Lady Brandon's are "'huge overdressed dowagers'" (DG I,
6).

Lord Henry's Aunt Agatha is a devotee of music who "'makes quite

enough noise for two people"' (DG I, 12) when she plays the piano.
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Lady Henry, who appears briefly with Lord Henry and Dorian, has
a voice which becomes the more ugly "shrill voice" in DG II (85).

She is

extremely proficient at lying about where she has been ar.d what she has
been doing--better than Lord Henry (DG I, 5).

A curious untidy woman

with thin lips and "vague forget-me-not eyes," her dresses "always
looked as if they had been designed in a rage and put on in a tempest.
She was usually in love with somebody, and, as her passion was never
returned, she had kept all her illusions" (DG I, 23).
Chattering incessantly and foolishly, she punctuates her con
versation with a silly laugh, and leaves the room "looking like a
bird-of-paradise that has been out in the rain" (DG I, 23).

(The

bird is even more wretched in DG^ II; it has been out "all night"
in the rain.)
At one point, Lord Henry tells Dorian about an old romance of
his.

The lady insisted upon going over every detail of their affair

at dinner one night, assuring him that he had spoiled her life.

"'I

am bound to state that she ate an enormous dinner. . . . But what a
lack of taste she showed'" (DG I, 49).
Even Mrs. Leaf, Dorian's housekeeper, who is "a dear old lady"
in DG I (59), becomes merely old and garrulous in DG II.
In addition to making ladies more disagreeable in DG II, Wilde
supplies us with several more examples of the weaker sex who are either
guests at parties or who are talked about by guests at parties.
Lady Narborough is remarkably ugly; the overdressed, hooked
nosed Lady Roxton was "always trying to get herself compromised, but
was so peculiarly plain that to her great disappointment no one would
ever believe anything against her"; Mrs. Erlynne is a "pushing nobody";
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Lady Alice Chapman, a "dowdy dull girl"; and the four-times-married
Madame de Ferrol looks '"like an Edition de luxe of a bad French novel'"
(DG II, 321-323).
It is evident from this list of less than perfect ladies that
Wilde is stressing the fact that womenas a whole are not to be desired.
And his dislike is much stronger in DG II than

in DG I.

Mrs. Vane, Sibyl's mother, is another of Wilde's unlikeable
women.

An addition to the novel in DG II, she

is a "faded, tired

woman," thin-lipped, with coarse powder daubed on her face, and with
"rooked, false-jewelled fingers" (DG II, 113).

She is also querul

ous, avaricious, theatrical, and self-centered.
Her interest in money is demonstrated when Sibyl tells her of
her love for Prince Charming.

Immediately objecting to the affair,

she tells Sibyl not to think of anything but her career.

But her con

cern i° not over Sibyl's career; it is with money— money to repay their
debts. .o Mr. Isaacs, the proprietor of the theater, and money to outfit
Sibyl's brother James for his trip to Australia.

And it is Sibyl's

responsibility to earn the money by acting in Mr. Isaacs's productions,
even though he has probably been making advances toward Sibyl.

Sibyl

says that "'he is not a gentleman, mother, and I hate the way he talks
to me'" (DG II, 113), but Mrs. Vane, unconcerned about Sibyl's feelings,
querulously replies that they cannot manage without him.

Her thoughts

only on herself, she believes the affair "'is most inconvenient, and
really, when James is going away to Australia, and I have so much to
think of, I must say that you should have shown more consideration'"
(DG II, 115).

If there is money involved in the affair with Dorian,

however, "'if he is rich,"' (DG II, 115), it would be another matter.
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This supreme interest in money is displayed later when she hopes her son
will return from Australia '"in a position of affluence"' (DG II, 116).
A contrary woman, when James warns her against Dorian, she defends
Dorian on the grounds that he is a gentleman, and "'besides, he has the
appearance of being rich'" (DG II, 119).

A romantic, she judges Dorian

by his manners, his appearance, and the lovely flowers he sends.

And in

spite of the fact that she was left by a highborn man to raise two outof-wedlock children, she is not suspicious of Dorian's anonymity, but
thinks it is "'romantic of him'" (DG II, 119) to conceal his name.
Dramatic and artificial, fond of theatrical gestures, she watches
James enter the room, mentally elevating him "to the dignity of an audi
ence" feeling that the three of them make a "tableau" that is interesting
(DG II, 116).

And when James insists upon going for a walk, she is dis

appointed that he had nt
would have increased
(DG II, IKy.

joined them in discussing their problems.

the theatri-. ul picturesquen^

.It

f the situation"

Even Sibyl's leave-taking for a simple walk becomes the

occasion for dramatics.

Sibyl kisses her and Mrs. Vane cries, '"My

child! my child!' . . . looking up to the ceiling in search of an
imaginary gallery" (DG II, 121).
Forced to face reality when James insists upon knowing about his
father, she soon retires to her world of fancy, of theatricality.
James makes a dramatic threat against Dorian.
the atmosphere.

Then

"She was familiar with

She breathed more freely. . . . She would have liked to

have continued the scene on the same emotional scale" (DG II, 133).
Living a theatrical existence, she has never really known her
children, as she demonstrates when she lightly dismisses James's threat
as a dramatic expression at which they would all laugh someday.
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Mrs. Vane's artificiality is not condemned by Wilde, but it is
used to buttress the characterization of Sibyl.

Both are dreamers;

both, to a large extent, bring grief upon themselves; and neither
faces reality.
James Vane, Sibyl's brother, is sixteen years old, thickset and
clumsy, with brown hair and large hands and feet— a "sullen, heavy
youth" (DG II, 121) who loves his sister.

A realist, he does not like

the theater; neither does he have social ambition.

Although his mother

wants him to make his fortune in Australia and then come back to estab
lish himself in society, he is not interested.

James is shrewd, and he

is not only suspicious of the attention Sibyl is receiving from Prince
Charming, but fearful that harm will come to her, and he commands his
mother to watch over her.

But there is more to the relationship between

Sibyl and James.
James is so different from Sibyl that "one would hardly have
guessed the close relationship that existed between them" (DG II, 116).
His affection for Sibyl has incestuous overtones.

He wants her to

"'keep some of [her] kisses for [him]'" (DG II, 116), and he is not
merely alarmed at the danger Dorian poses for Sibyl; he is jealous.
When Dorian drives by in the park, James is overcome with an insensate
rage to see him, and failing, swears he will kill him if he wrongs
Sibyl.

He has no real reason for this rage.

visiting Sibyl backstage.
the jealous lover.

Dorian has merely been

James's fears are the groundless fears of

Sibyl realizes this when she tries to calm him.

"'You are simply jealous and unkind'" (DG II, 129).

Further, he is

"'like one of the heroes of those silly melodramas'" (DG II, 129),
and those heroes are usually the young lovers.
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When they part, his emotions surface,

"There was jealousy in the

lad's heart, and a fierce, murderous hatred of the stranger who, as it
seemed to him, had come between them" (DG II, 130).

Even Si

’, in this

scene, responds as a lover, not a sister, flinging her arm. at ,nd his
neck while "her fingers strayed through his hair" (DG II, .

.

When James leaves his mother, he dramatically exclaims that if
Prince Charming wrongs his sister, he "'will find out who he is, track
him down, and kill him like a dog'" (DG II, 132).

In this theatrical

declaration he is his mother's son, and she appreciates the fact,
admiring him for the first time in months.
Years later James reappears in the opium den Dorian visits.
His life has been ruined by contact with Dorian; he is still a sailor;
he has not made his fortune in Australia; and he seems to have spent
the better part of his life searching for Dorian.

Hearing an old

woman call Dorian "Prince Charming," he dashes after him, but he is
=•- .ily persuaded that Dorian is too young to be the man he is look
ing for.
Finding that he has been tricked, he hunts Dorian afresh, and
our last view of him is when he peers in the conservatory window at
Dorian, while the last we hear of him, he is hiding in a thicket when
he is shot by mistake— an ignominious end.
Wilde seems to be giving us, in James, a character with whom
we will not sympathize greatly.

If James's death does not affect us

deeply, neither will we be disposed to condemn Dorian, as Wilde's
alter ego, too harshly.

Had Wilde wanted the reader to thirst for

poetric justice, it would have been a simple matter to create in James a
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sympathetic character, and one who is killed by Dorian.

Then we would

be more disposed to despise Dorian.
Dorian's valet, Victor, and his housekeeper, Mrs. Leaf, play
brief roles in the story.

Victor serves the usual purpose of a servant,

opening doors and carrying messages, and the like, but his presence in
the novel also illustrates the fact that Dorian is liked by his servants.
However, Dorian's suspicious fears that Victor is spying on him increase
to such an extent that he fires him.

Yet even after Victor has returned

to Paris, the report comes back to Dorian that Victor was sorry to have
had to leave him.

Francis, who takes Victor's place, is a featureless

stock-type servant.
In DG I, Mrs. Leaf, the housekeeper, is a garrulous family
retainer.

Another servant who loves Dorian, she also shows us Dorian

in a boyish but favorable light when he kindly listens to her and puts
up with her reminiscences.

In D<3 II, however, she becomes a more

featureless character, her conversation cut to a minimum.
It seems doubtful that with this change in her role Wilde was
attempting to eliminate favorable references to Dorian, for it is clear
that he is still beloved by tradesmen, upperclass society, actresses,
and village girls, as well as servants.

Wilde's abridgement of Mrs.

Leaf's role and of Dorian's response to it, then, most probably was
for reasons of style.

DG II reads much better, for Mrs. Leaf's remarks

in DG I are trite and stereotyped; and the tone of the chapter in DG II
is more consistent.

The rather inane conversation between Mrs. Leaf

and Dorian in DG I is not in keeping with the sense of horror that
Wilde builds as Dorian attempts to hide his portrait.
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In 1899, when Wilde met Sir Peter Chalmers Mitchell in Paris, he
reminded him of a previous meeting when "I asked you how to get rid of
the body.

I used you in Dorian Gray, but I don’t think you would be

easy to blackmail" (0.W., p. 319).

While the method of disposing of

Basil's body used by Alan Campbell in the novel may be that suggested
y Mitchell, neither Wilde's critics, his friends, nor his biographers
hive ever suggested that Mitchell was Campbell's prototype.

The

ela-

t: onship between Mitchell and Wilde seems to have been fleeting and
casual.

It is possible that Campbell was, indeed, based on some real

liie friend or acquaintance, and possibly one clue we have in that
direction is the fact that five years before Dorian sent for Campbell,
the two had been great friends.
thai time.

Dorian was twenty-eight years old at

If Campbell were based on someone Wilde knew when he was

twercy-eight, he would have been a friend in 1883, the year Wilde
moved to Grosvenor Square— Dorian's address.
Dark haired, with dark eyebrows, Campbell is a clever man, an
excellent musician, and a student of science, especially chemistry.
He a ad Dorian had been brought together by music and "that indefinable
atti action that Dorian seemed to be able to exercise whenever he wished"
(DG I, 88).

"For eighteen months their intimacy lasted" (DG I, 88),

dur ng which time Campbell learned the appreciation of poetry from
Dorian, just as many did from Wilde.

But suddenly, and for an unex-

pL ined reason, he had begun to avoid Dorian.
Years later, when Dorian needs help in disposing of Basil's
b' dy, he sends for Campbell.
contemptuous.
tas come.

When Campbell arrives, he is cold and

He wants nothing whatever to do with Dorian.

Yet he

And we know he did not have to, because Dorian is afraid
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he might not appear.

Further, there is nothing in their conversation to

indicate that he has been intimidated; therefore, we can only conclude
that while Dorian's note possibly referred to their past activities, it
was not threatening, and that Campbell must still be curious about or
fascinated by Dorian.
Throughout their conversation Campbell is arrogant, and ada
mant in his refusal to help Dorian.

Even the fact that Dorian may be

arrested for murder does not move him; Dorian deserves punishment.
Finally, when every plea fails, Dorian gives Campbell a letter
and Campbell submits.

As Dorian gives him the letter, he tells him

that no one else would ever have dared treat him as harshly as Camp
bell did.

Campbell, then, still seems to mean a great deal to Dorian.

Dorian pities him; he refrains from blackmailing (see p. 83) him until
he has tried all other possible alternatives; and he accepts treatment
from him which would be intolerable in others.
About to dispose of the body, Campbell is infuriated by the
tears in Dorian's eyes and the purity of his face; and when Dorian
tells him that he has saved his life, he replies that "'in doing what
I am going to do, what you force me to do, it is not of your life
that I am thinking'" (DG I, 92).
Dorian when he kills Basil.

His reaction is similar to that of

Both become enraged; both think of them

selves; both are calm after committing a crime; and both fail to con
sider that their own actions have played a part in their suffering.
Alan is not an innocent man.
blackmailed.

Had he been he could not have been

And so with his characterization, Wilde may be drawing

a comparison to show that Dorian is not unique in his reactions.
Others who are guilty act in the same, manner as he does.
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Having disposed of the body, Campbell leaves.
he has shot himself one night in his laboratory.

We read later that

However, he has not

revealed his part in Basil's disappearance, possibly in the attempt to
protect his own name, and possibly to protect that of Dorian.
While there are several other minor characters in the novel,
and particularly in DG II, they are, for the most part, guests at
various parties, and in no case do they affect the action or the char
acters of Basil, Lord Henry, or Dorian; nor are they of particular
interest so far as a consideration of Wilde's personality or artistry
are concerned.

They have therefore been omitted from this discussion.

Generally speaking, almost every one of the minor characters
is flawed in one respect or another.

As a result, Wilde can excuse

Dorian's actions, or, by means of contrast, explain his actions.

For

example, we find the implication that Dorian is at least partially
justified in rejecting Sibyl, who is overly romantic and not a "real"
person with a "real" love.

Dorian's murder of Basil is reprehensible;

of that there can be no doubt.

But Campbell, a guilty man too, has

the same reactions as Dorian, the implication being that the differ
ence in their crimes is just a matter of degree.
On the other hand, the minor characters prove that Dorian is
lovable.

Servants, tradesmen, poor young girls, rich young girls,

old dowagers, intelligent men, all are attracted to Dorian.

Consider

ing Dorian both as alter ego and as the young man influenced by the
artist, Wilde is vindicating himself.
that he is no worse than others.
ship is justifiable.

As alter ego, Wilde is saying

As artist, his choice of companion

Compared with others, Dorian is not excessively

evil, and he is lovable.

Certainly the portrait reflects Dorian's

dissolution, but the minor characters do not reinforce the evil aspect
of his character.

They do not firmly establish his guilt.

Instead,

through their equivocality they tend to proffer an absolution of sorts.
Careful examination of these characters, then, reveals an ambivalent
attitude toward Dorian.

This ambivalence is further disc issed in

Chapters VII and VIII.
So far as his female characters are concerned, Wilde clearly
expresses his dislike of the sex— a dislike that has either increased
greatly, or is less well concealed by the time DG II is published.

CHAPTER V

BASIL HALLWARD

After the publication of The Picture of Dorian Gray, the
St. James's Gazette published the following account of how the novel
came to be written:
Mr. Wilde has explained. . . . In 1887, about the genial
season of Christmas, a Canadian lady artist yearned to trans
fer to the glowing canvas the classic features of Oscar Wilde.
Mr. Wilde gave her a sitting. When the sitting was over and
Mr. Wilde had looked at the portrait, it occurred to him that
a thing of beauty, when it takes the form of a middle-aged
gentleman, is unhappily not a joy for ever. "What a tragic
thing it is," he exclaimed. "This portrait will never grow
older, and I shall. If," he added, "if it was only the other
way." Then the passion of his soul sought refuge in prose
composition, and the result was Dorian Gray" (Mason, p. 63).
On the other hand, Basil Ward, an artist, said that in 1.884 Wilde
used to visit his studio and watch him paint a young man of extraordinary
physical beauty.

When the portrait was finished, Wilde sighed that it

was a pity "such a glorious creature should ever grow old!"

Ward

answered that it would be delightful if the picture would age instead
of the model (XV, 196, 197).

It was assumed by Basil Ward that the

incident was expanded into the novel and that his name was changed, but
slightly, to Basil Hallward, an assumption generally accepted by later
critics.
While the character of Basil Hallward may have been based on the
artist Basil Ward, there are no grounds to suppose that the two are alike
in anything other than profession.

Rather, Basil is but one of the three
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ego-proiections of Wilde in the novel, the others being Lord Henry and
Dorian.

As such, Basil represents the thesis, the artistic side of

Wilde, where Lord Henry, the intellectual, is the antithesis, and
Dorian, the hedonist, is the synthesis, his portrait reflecting the
life which results from combining the two polarilus.^
Like Wilde, Basil is an artist; like him, he is a homosexual;
and like him, he has a premonition of impending doom.

Wilde recognized

his likeness when he wrote in 1894 that "Basil Hallward is what I think
I am" (Letters, p. 352).

Although Basil has been called Dorian's con

science, he is more of an anima figure, representing Wilde's aesthetic
yearnings for what he considered to be the purity of the Greeks, and
the life of artistic perfection.
Physically, Basil has a "rugged strong face," and "coal black
hair" (DG I, 12).

He is not handsome; Lord Henry says that he has an

intellectual expression, and "beauty, real beauty, ends where intel
lectual expression begins" (DG I, 4).

He is a young man, but older

than Dorian.
Artistically, he is an idealist with a love for beauty which
becomes focused on the male who, he believes, can inspire his art.

9

■'"The terms "thesis," "antithesis," and "synthesis," are used in
a non-philosophical as opposed to a Hegelian sense.
^In this belief he is lot alone; it has been a fairly common
phenomenon among artists, w D a n g e l o , for example, a favorite of
Wilde's, is known to have cons uered his association with young men an
inspiration. F. T. Prince, in "The Old Age of Michelangelo," has per
haps best expressed his attraction.
Who has gifts of mind and body, and can say or show me
something
Better than the rest
Straightway I am compelled
To fall in love with him, and then I gi- a myself
Up to him so completely, I belong no longer to myself.
Soldiers Bathing and Other Poems (London: The Fortune Press, 1954), p. 19.
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In DG I, however, Basil's love seems primarily erotic.

The first chapter,

for example, consists largely of Basil's explanation to Lord Henry of
Dorian's meaning for him, and his remarks, almost without exception,
reflect passion more than artistic interest.

Probably the sole passage

which reflects only the artist's concern for the inspiring qualities of
the loved one is that in which Basil insists that his work since he met
Dorian is the best of his life, that Dorian represents the "'passion of
the romantic spirit, all the perfection of the spirit that is Greek'"
(DG I, 9).
When Wilde was being tried as a pederast, the prosecution based
a large part of its case on Dorian Gray and the character of Basil.
Wilde admitted that he had made additions to Basil's character in DG II,
but denied, falsely, that it had been modified to any great degree (O.W.,
134).

In fact, Basil's dialogue is altered in the novel more than that

of any other character from the standpoint of additions, omissions, and
changes, even though his character does not basically change.

Wilde

obviously tried to eliminate those speeches which implied physical
attraction between Basil and Dorian, and to emphasize Dorian's artis
tic influence.

In point of fact, he failed.

To do what he evidently

wished to do would have meant rewriting the character, because almost
every phrase that Basil utters conveys his feeling.

Even some of the

changes Wilde did make tend to stress, not lessen, the erotic.
Although the dialogue differs greatly from DG I to DCJ II, then,
the character remains the same.

Basil tries to impress Lord Henry with

the artistic nature of Dorian's influence, but he fails utterly to con
vince the reader, possibly because Wilde himself could not completely
deny the physical element.
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Basil is attracted to Dorian from their first meeting.

"'1 know

that if I spoke to Dorian I would become absolutely devoted to him and
that I ought not to speak to him’" (DG I, 7; a statement omitted from
DG II).

By the time Lord Henry has come to see Basil, at the beginning

of the novel, Basil is thoroughly enamored of Dorian.
happy if I didn’t see him every day.
for a few minutes.

" ’I wouldn’t be

Of course sometimes it is only

But a few minutes with somebody one worships means

a great deal'" (DG I, 9).

Evidently realizing that these comments were

too revelatory, Wilde later omitted the last two sentences and substituted
the more non-committal but still suggestive, "'He is absolutely necessary
to me.'"
Basil details the importance of Dorian to him in a passage heavy
with homosexual overtones

describing the various characters Dorian has

modelled for him, and comparing him to Antinous.

"'Crowned with heavy

lotus blossoms, he has sat on the prow of Adrian's barge, looking into
the green, turbid Nile’" (DG I, 9).

Antinous, the Emperor Hadrian's

favorite boy, was one of Wilde's favorite synonyms for his paramours.
He refers, near the end of his life, for example, to people who objected
to his "spending his nights with Antinous" (Letters, p. 705), and in
another letter he refers to one of his male companions as being "like
Antinous" (Letters, p. 768).

His writings, too, contain the reference.

In "The Sphinx," stanza 17, for example, he addresses the Sphinx who has
"heard from Adrian's gilded barge the laughter of Antinous."
While Basil protests that Dorian is an artistic influence on
him, he does not protest enough, Wilde evidently thought, because he
added to Basil's statement that a painting he has done was great just
because Dorian sat beside him as he painted it, "'Some subtle influence
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passed from him to me, and for the first time in my life I saw in the
plain woodland the wonder I had always looked for, and always missed'"
(DG II, 26).
An addition that Wilde makes in Basil's next comment is more
suggestive than the original passage.

In "'Dorian Gray is merely to

me a motive in art,'" "merely" is changed to "simply," a word with
considerably less force, but the statement is added, "'You might see
nothing in him.

I see everything in him'" (DG II, 26).

Basil, could not deny Dorian's importance to him.

Wilde, as

Another instance

of change which emphasizes Basil's true feelings occurs when Basil
finishes the portrait.

In DG I, he smiles, evidently pleased with

himself, while in DG II, he "frowns," implying that he is sorry to
have finished, because in so doing he may be relinquishing a hold
on Dorian.
Basil goes on to tell Lord Henry that he will not exhibit the
portrait because "'I have put into it all the extraordinary romance
of which, of course, I have never dared to speak to him'" (DG I, 10).
Wilde stresses the artistic once again, by changing the sentence to
read, "'Because without intending it, I have put into it some expres
sion of all the curious artistic idolatry of which, of course, I have
never dared to speak to him.'"
Later, Basil tells Lord Henry that sometimes, in saying to
Dorian things he should not say, "'I give myself away'" (DG I, 10).
This sentence assumes significance by its omission in DG II.

Why

should Basil fear himself away if their conversation centers on the
artistic?

His anxiety would more probably stem from the fear of

revealing his physical passion.

Wilde, more than likely realizing
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this, omits the passage, just as he omits the fact in the next line, that
Dorian and Basil frequently walk home from the club arm in arm.
As Dorian arrives at the studio, Basil asks Lord Henry not to
'"spoil him for me."' (DG I, 11).

An indication of the extent of Wilde's

effort to keep the relationship of Basil and Dorian on an artistic level
is the later omission of '"for me,'" an effort which is repeated in the
passage where Basil says to Lord Henry, "'Don't take away from me the
one person that makes life absolutely lovely to me, and that gives to
my art whatever wonder or charm it possesses'" (DG I, 11, 12).

Wilde

changes this to "'the one person who gives to my art whatever charm it
possesses; my life as an artist depends on him.'"
After Sibyl's death, when Basil comes to offer his condolescences
to Dorian, an observation of Wilde's which is a true indication of Basil's
nature is omitted from DG II.

"Rugged and straightforward as he was,

there was something in his nature that was purely feminine in its tender
ness" (DG I, 54).
When Basil informs Dorian that he wishes to exhibit the portrait,
Dorian refuses to consider the idea until Basil tells him his secret, and
Basil's confession is at once the most outright affirmation of his homo
sexual tendencies and the best example of Wilde's re-writing to empha
size the artistic aspect of Basil's adoration.
"Wait till you hear what I have to say. It is quite true that I
have worshipped you with far more romance of feeling than a man
usually gives to a friend. Somehow, I had never loved a woman.
I suppose I never had time. Perhaps, as Harry says, a really
'grande passion' is the privilege of those who have nothing to
do, and that is the use of the idle classes in a country. Well,
from the moment I met you, your personality had the most extra
ordinary influence over me. I quite admit that I adored you
madly, extravagantly, absurdly. I was jealous of every one to
whom you spoke.
I wanted to have you all to myself. I was
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only happy when I was with you. When I was away from you, you
were still present in my art. It was all wrong and foolish.
It is all wrong and foolish still" (DG I, 57).
"Wait till you hear what I have to say. Dorian, from the
moment I met you, ycur personality had the most extraordinary
influence over me.
I was dominated, soul, brain, and power by
you. You became to me the visible incarnation of that unseen
ideal whose memory haunts us artists like an exquisite dream.
I worshipped you.
I grew jealous of every one to whom you
spoke. I wanted to have you all to myself. I was only happy
when I was with you. When you were away from me you were
still present in my art" (DG II, 209).
The latter admittedly still contains overtones of passion, but
the effort to shift the focus to art is obvious.
With physical passion comes jealousy and possessiveness, and
Basil displays both.

When he hears Lord Henry call Dorian "charming"

after they have first

met, he asks him to leave, surely an excessive

reaction, giving the excuse that he must finish his picture.
has to permit Lord Henry to stay when Dorian insists.
stand Dorian's pouting and demands.

But he

He carnot with

However, it is evident that Basil

is unhappy with the situation; very sulky, he will not even look at
Lord Henry for a time.
busy painting to listen.

While Lord Henry talks to Dorian, Basil is too
Finally noticing Dorian's pleased expression,

he thinks that Lord Henry has been complimenting Dorian.

Jealously he

tells Dorian not to believe what Lord Henry says.
Later, when Lord Henry tells Basil at dinner that Dorian is
engaged, Basil is aghast, but he reacts more strongly in DG I than in
DG II, turning pale with a curious look in his eyes which leaves them
dull, while in the later version, he merely starts and frowns (DG I,
32).

On the other hand, after his startled reaction, a flip remark

by Lord Henry evokes a smiling rejoinder whereas in DG II, Basil's
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smile is omitted.

We are therefore to realize in both versions that

Basil is upset, but far less so in the later version.
When Dorian arrives, Basil's jealousy is even more evident when
he petulantly tells Dorian he will not forgive him for not telling him
of the engagement, especially when Dorian has informed Lord Henry of
the news.

"He could not bear" the marriage (DG I, 35).

Feeling that

Dorian will "never again be to him all that he had been in the past,"
tears come to his eyes as "the streets became blurred to him" (DG I,
36).

This passage evidently seemed especially fraught with jealousy

to Wilde and he tried to correct the impression in DG II by explaining
that "life had come between them, . . ."— not much of an improvement,
but an effort.
But when the three go to the theater to see Sibyl perform, how
are we to explain Basil's decision that Sibyl is the right mate for
Dorian?

The answer lies in his artistic self.

So long as he can

believe that their affair is on a spiritual level, it presents no
threat to him.

If Sibyl has the power to charm the crude masses, she

must be fine, and "'to spiritualize one's age,— that is something
worth doing'" (DG I, 36).

It is this spiritual element which arouses

Basil's interest and evokes his approval, as well as the fact that he
believes Sibyl can create a sense of beauty in the people.
ist, this appeals.

As an art

(He believes, as a consequence, that God made Sibyl

for Dorian but the antinomian Wilde changed this to "the gods" in £>G II.)
Basil's petulance as well as his possessiveness is illustrated
after Sibyl's death has become known.

He goes to offer Dorian his con

dolences, but he cannot help himself; he cannot resist chastising Dorian
for not leaving word the previous evening where he could be found.

Later, after ha has confessed his adoration, he feels that Dorian
wo ild not want *;o see much of him now?, ar.d he reminds Dorian that Dorian
sti'.l has Lord Henry, the implications being that their relationship is
more than friendship; but Dorian laughs away the suggestion.
that they are not estranged, Basil leaves.

Unconvinced

Jealous, petulant, and pos-

sessire, he is also submissive.
Basil's feeling for Dorian is accompanied by a premonition of
doom,

>oth the denial and a. final acceptance of guilt.
When Basil first met Dorian, he had a "'curious instinct of ter

ror'" ()G I, 6), and a "'strange feel.ing that Fate had in store for me
exquisi e joys and exquisite sorrow"*' (DC- I, 7), yet he specifically
says th. t his attempt to avoid meeting Dorian was cowardice, not con
science

His action was, therefore, not the result of any qualms about

right o] wrong, but fear of Dorian's possible influence.

"'I knew that

I had cc me face to face with someone whose mere personality was so fascinatinj that, if I allowed it to do so, it would absorb my whole nature,
my xtfhoL soul, my very art itself"1 (DC I, 6).
But later, when Dorian accuses Basil of teaching him to be vain,
Basil s lows his realization that he is guilty of influencing Dorian when
he say.< that he will be punished for it some day.

While he admits a par

tial r ‘.sponsibility for influence, he will not accept a burden of guilt
for tf air association.

This burden is not assumed until he sees the

hideo is portrait just before he is killed.

"'I worshipped you too much.

I am punished for it'" (DG I, 83).
When they first meet, Basil is afraid of Dorian's influence.
Lat ir he admits to Dorian's beneficial effect on his art but to no
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other influence; rather, he insists, by accepting guilt, that he is the
one who influenced Dorian.
Basil's sexual aberration is not the only side of his character
to be considered.

He is a kindly man, concerned about Dorian, horrified

at the change in him, at his lack of compassion, and anxious to try to
save him.
Yet he is weak— weak as a result of his own egoism as well as
his submissive relationship with Dorian.

When the portrait decays, he

cannot stand the thought that what he has done, what he has created,
has been destroyed.

At times he seems to think more of himself than

of Dorian, as Xtfhen he cries to Dorian, '"Can't you see what I am going
through?

My God! don't tell me that you are infamous!'" (DG I, 81).
All of the aforementioned aspects of Basil's character are

subordinate in interest to his function as an artist.
Basil has three roles:

As artist,

the creator of a portrait which reflects his

own soul, the creator of a portrait which instills in Dorian a love
o f

beauty that leads to his destruction, and the idealist.
His first role as artist is substantiated in the very beginning

of the novel when he tells Lord Henry that he will never exhibit the
portrait because he has "'put too much of [himself) in it'" (DG I, 4),
he has shown in it "'the secret of [his] own soul'" (DG I, 6).
painting, then, is a reflection of Basil and his soul.

The

Like Wilde,

he recognizes the fact that the work reflects the artist.
His creation, that which represents his aspirations, which
reveals his soul, is the true Dorian Gray and he instinctively knows
this.

When Lord Henry and Dorian propose going to the theater, Basil

prefers to stay at home with the portrait, "'the real Dorian'" (DG I,

21).

What Basil does not comprehend is that the real Dorian is different

from what he imagines.

He sees only that which he put into the portrait—

Dorian as a reflection of himself.
His second role first becomes evident when Dorian, seeing the youth
and beauty of the portrait, declares that he is jealous of it because it
will never grow old.
to destroy it.

Hearing this, Basil immediately searches for a knife

He does not turn on Lord Henry, whose philosophy has so

interested Dorian, for he intuits that the portrait, his work, has in'luenced Dorian.

He has taught Dorian a love of beauty, but that love has

already become perverted.
effects the change.

And it is the sight of the portrait which

We are reminded of the influence of the portrait

when Lord Henry tells Basil about Dorian's engagement to Sibyl.

"'Your

portrait has quickened his appreciation of the personal appearance of
other people'" (DG I, 33).

And its influence is reiterated when Basil

becomes horrified at Dorian's lack of compassion and his selfcenteredness after Sibyl's death.

Dorian reminds Basil that Basil has

taught him to be vain by painting the portrait.

However, Basil, the

idealist, feels that there is still goodness and nobility in Dorian.
He is still the idealist years later when he asks Dorian to
deny the rumors about his dissolute life.

Kindly in spite of his

suspicions, pitying Dorian, for if the rumors are true, he believes
Dorian must have suffered greatly, he claims to disbelieve the
stories, predicating his disbelief on the fact that Dorian's face
does not reveal his sin.

Like Wilde and like Dorian, he is one for

whom the visible world exists (Letters, p. 509).

Preoccupied with

externals, he is, nevertheless, an idealist of such surprising
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naivete that he has heard detailed stories of Dorian's behavior and still
can ask if any of them are true.
is evil.

He cannot bear the thought that Dorian

In DG II, however, he condemns Dorian for leading his friends

into degradation.

In this version, then, the Wildean Basil has lost some

of his idealism and has at least partially admitted Dorian's guilt.
Dorian's mocking command to come see the soul which is Basil's
handiwork affirms Basil's role as creator.

As creator, Dorian wants him

to share the blame, and as creator, he is to blame.

His love of beauty,

of all things visible, has influenced Dorian to just as great an extent
as has Lord Henry's philosophy.
Seeing the horrible portrait and accepting a share of the blame,
Basil asks Dorian to pray with him for forgiveness.

But where Basil

idealistically believes it is never too late to pray, Dorian refuses.
Enraged by the sight of his picture, Dorian stabs Basil.

The artist,

idealist, Hellenist who has given Dorian a love of beauty has been
defeated.

He has tried to help Dorian up to the very last moment, but

he has not been strong enough.
As an ego projection, Basil represents the artistic side of
Wilde's nature— the side which worshipped beauty, idealized the
Hellenic in art and in life, and for whom the visible world existed.
But the worship of beauty, projected to Dorian, led to narcissism and
worse, and his idealism, not strong enough to withstand his deeper
urges, died.

Basil had to be killed because Wilde's idealism was dead.

Basil's story, then, is the story of the influence of an artist
on a young man— an artist who admits he worshipped the boy; who admits
he influenced him; and who accepts guilt for so doing.

As such, it

fm
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could very well be autobiographical.

But there is more to it than that.

The portrait was a mirror of Basil's soul and the portrait is the "real"
Dorian.

At a deeper level, then, the story of Basil is, in part, that

of the influence on a man of the artistic side of his nature.
such, it could also be considered autobiographical.

And as

CHAPTER VI

LORD HENRY

Comte Robert de Montesquiou-Fezensac, according to Hesketh
Pearson, was a poet, exquisite, exotic, lover of solitude, adorer of
nature, and one who thrilled to artificiality.

And he was Des

Esseintes, protagonist of A Rebours, the book which influenced Wilde
to a great extent, and which served at least partially as a model
for the yellow book in The Picture of Dorian Gray (Letters, p. 313).
He kept oriental rooms in his father’s house; he was known as "Chief
of Fragrant Odors"; he was once seen carrying a gilt tortoise; and
he was believed to be a connoisseur of various forms of vice.

In

1890, he spent a month in London, going out at night disguised in a
cloak through the less reputable parts of the city.

Whistler painted

two portraits of him, one of which, Harmony in Black and Gold, was
finished.

In the portrait, Montesquiou is in evening dress with a

fur cloak across his arm.

Tall, thin, with dark hair and eyes, long

tapered fingers, black mustache, and slightly weary with a cynical
supercilious look, he could also be Lord Henry.
Wilde had been in Paris at the same time as Montesquiou, and
William Rothenstein, a friend of Wilde's, tells of going to night
clubs in the Paris underground with Wilde, Stuart Merrill, and Robert

■'■Hesketh Pearson, The Man Whistler (New York:
Publishers, 1952), pp. 208-210.
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Sherard, so it is possible that they may have met there, as well as in
London.^
On the other hand, Wilde was a friend of Whistler for a time,
but after they feuded, Wilde enjoyed pricking Whistler's ego.

In "The

Decay of Lying," for example, he does a take-off on Whistler's "Ten
O ’clock Lecture."

It may therefore be that Wilde's Lord Henry emy-letes

Montesquiou in another attempt of Wilde's to better Whistler's efforts*
Certainly Lord Henry and Montesquiou have much in common.

Lord

Henry also is an exquisite, an exotic, a lover of nature and one who
thrills to artificiality.

And physically they are alike.

Lord Henry

has langorous brown agate eyes, a pointed brown beard, a beautiful
voice, a worn expression, an olive-colored face, and graceful flower
like hands.

(Lord Henry loves lilacs and lilies while Montesquiou

prefers blue hydrangeas and white peonies.)

Quite the dandy, Lord

Henry wears patent leather boots and carries a tasselled ebony cane.
The world weary Lord Henry, who is ten years older than
Dorian, is nicknamed Harry, a name which might seem incongruous were
it not for the obvious association between him and "Old Harry," an
association which occasioned much comment by the critics of Wilde's
day.
While Lord Henry's first name has Satanic implications, his
surname is territorial.

"Territorial nomenclature had an irresistible

attraction for the dramatist, who usually gave his characters the name
of a place he knew or where he was staying when the plays were
2

William Rothenstein, Men and Memories, Recollections of William
Rothenstein, 1872-1900, I (New York: Coward-McCann, Inc., 1931), 93.
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written."^

And so we find that Lord Henry's last name came from Wotton-

under-Edge, the village where More Adey, Wilde's good friend, had a
home.

(The home was called Under-the-Hill, and Beardsley's Under the

Hill was named after it.

Letters, p. 533, fn 1.)

While Lord Henry's association with Montesquiou could be sus
pect, there is no doubt but that he is an ego projection of Wilde just
as were Lord Arthur Savile, Lord Illingworth, and Lord Goring.

All

have the same insouciance, the same gift for paradox and epigram, the
same sophistication; and all either like secrets or have them.
Wilde himself said that "Lord Henry is what the world thinks
of me," (Letters, p. 352), but Lord Henry is also what Wilde thought
of himself.

He told Beerbohm Tree that the plot of A Woman of No

Importance was taken from the magazine, The Family Herald, which
took it from The Picture of Dorian Gray (Tree, p. 67).

And in dis

cussing the character of Lord Illingworth, Wilde said that "he is a
figure of art.

Indeed, if you can bear the truth, he is Myself"

(Tree, p. 65).

Lord Illingworth, then is taken from Lord Henry so

it follows that if Lord Illingworth is Wilde, so is Lord Henry.
Like Wilde, Lord Henry is a superb conversationalist who
excels in epigrams.

Both like to talk about music.

(As an aes

thete, Wilde was familiar with the terminology of music and dis
cussed it frequently, feeling that music is subjective, personal,
and impressionistic.)

Both had loved many actresses; both love

flowers; and both share a philosophy of individualism and hedonism.

York:
Tree.

•^Hesketh Pearson, Beerbohm Tree, His Life and Laughter (New
Harper Brothers Publishers, 1956), p. 58. Hereafter cited as
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Lord Henry is one of Wilde's characters who just "sit in chairs
and chatter" (^Letters, p. 255).

He does not do anything.

Dorian; he talks to him; he influences him.

He meets

But his multi-faceted

personality donninates the novel and so, in discussing him, we have
to take into particular account his conversational ability, his atti
tude on marriage, his philosophy, his Mephistophelian likeness, his
Pygmalion attittude, his anticericalism, and his homosexuality, along
with his status as alter-ego.^
In our first glimpse of the languid Lord Henry, he is lying on
a divan of Persian saddle-bags, smoking one of his "opium-tainted"
cigarettes, atsi talking with Basil Hallward.

His conversation is

witty and his aphorisms are typical of the bored, cynical sophisti
cates Wilde likes to portray.
Intellect is in itself an exaggeration, and destroys the har
mony of this face. The moment one sits down to think, one
becomes ail nose, or all forehead, or something horrid. Look
at the successful men in any of the learned professions. How
perfectly Ihideous they are! Except, of course, in the Church.
But then in the Church they don't think. A bishop keeps on
saying at the age of eighty what he was told to say when he
was a boy ©f eighteen, and consequently he always looks
absolutely? delightful (DG I, 4).
This particular passage is not only an example of Lord Henry's
conversation in general, but also of Wilde's gratuitous remarks about
^It ha,s been said that Wilde was interested in social problems at
the time he wnote his novel but there does not seem to be much in the
story to support this allegation. In Chapter II, DG II, the conversa
tion at Aunt Agatha's luncheon turns to social prob1 ».r■, and Lord Henry
reveals in several witty remarks that he cannot sympathize with suffer
ing, but only with beauty. His comment with regard to the poor, that
England attempts to solve the problem of slavery "'by amusing the
slaves,'" is often quoted as evidence of Wilde's concern with social
problems; however, this bon mot is outweighed by flippancies which show
markedly littile regard for social ills. For example, Lord Henry con
tinues by suggesting that the "'nineteenth century has gone bankrupt
through an over— expenditure of sympathy'" (DG II, 77, 78), and he sug
gests that sciientists solve the problems because they are not emotional.
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the church.

However, the preponderance of his barbs are aimed at mar

riage, while he wittily defends the necessity of having secrets, and
being unfaithful.
You know how I love secrecy. It is the only thing that can
make modern life wonderful or mysterious to us. The one
charm of marriage is that it makes a life of deception neces
sary for both parties (DG I, 5. Lord Henry's comments on
marriage will be discussed in more depth in Chapter VIII).
Lord Henry practices deception in his own marriage.

'"I never

know where my wife, is, and my wife never knows what I am doing"1 (DG I,
5).

According to Lord Henry, when he and his wife do meet, they tell

each other absurd tales about their activities, and Lord Henry adds
the wistful comment that he wishes his wife would sometimes quarrel
with him instead of laughing at the obvious errors in his stories, an
indication that their marriage is not happy, that he and his wife are
incompatible.

She does not understand his needs.

is not changed in DG II, another is.

While this comment

Prior to Sibyl's performance,

Dorian tells Lord Henry that Sibyl will represent something to him
that he has never known.

Lord Henry, with a "sad look in his eyes,"

replies that he has "'known everything,"' but he is "'always ready
for a new emotion'" (DG I, 35).

This "sad look" has been changed to

a "tired look" in D(S II, possibly indicating that there cannot be
even a suggestion of regret over a life which includes a disinte
grating marriage.
Lord Henry never denies the efficacy of being unfaithful.
The real drawback to marriage is that it makes one unselfish.
And unselfish people are colorless. They lack individuality.
Still, there are certain temperaments that marriage makes
more complex. They retain their egotism, and add to it many
other egos. They are forced to have more than one life (DG
I, 33).
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Lord Henry therefore hopes that Dorian will have a succession of affairs.
When Basil protests that Lord Henry does not mean what he says, that he
would be sorry if Dorian's life were spoiled, Lord Henry insists that
he means every word, that no life is spoiled except that one in which
growth is arrested.

Where ordinarily Basil's protests serve as a

defense for Lord Henry, this one time Lord Henry contradicts him.
Evidently Wilde felt strongly enough about the subject to allow Lord
Henry to emphasize his views, and not only to emphasize them, but to
offer a justification for extra-marital adventures on the ground that
growth in life is to be desired above fidelity.
But while Lord Henry defends infidelity, and ceaselessly
attacks marriage, it is interesting to note that he is not the one
who dissolves his marriage.

We learn near the end of the novel that

his wife has left him to run away with another man.
the injured party.

Lord Henry is

Despite all this, he admits that he'"was very

fond of her'" and "'the house is rather lonely without her'" (DG I,
95).

In spite of his comments to the contrary, Lord Henry seems to

have felt a real attachment to his wife.

Wilde either felt that

this was out of character, or his own feelings changed; in DG II
Lord Henry more typically adds the comment that "'of course married
life is merely a habit, a bad habit'" (DG II, 384).
Although Lord Henry may have been attached to his wife, he
has homosexual tendencies which are not as overt as Basil's but are
present nevertheless, and which Wilde strove to eliminate in DG II.
Lord Henry puts his hand on Basil's shoulder in Chapter I,
a physical contact which Wilde omits in DG II.

A little later, as

Lord Henry and Basil converse, Lord Henry frivolously declares that
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he chooses his friends '"for their looks,"1 his acquaintances '"for their
characters,"’ and his enemies "’for their brains'" (DG I, 8).

When Basil

decides that he must then be merely an acquaintance, Lord Henry replies,
in what could be a guarded reference to a more intimate relationship,
that he is '"much more than that'" (DG I, 8).
And when Dorian is about to arrive at the studio, Basil begs
Lord Henry not to try to influence Dorian or to take him away from him,
an indication that Basil possibly fears an attraction which will not be
wholly intellectual.

Lord Henry avoids commitment, but he is so eager

to meet Dorian that he "'almost led him into the house'" (DG I, 12).
After Lord Henry meets Dorian he realizes why Basil worships
him; "he was made to be worshipped" (DG I, 12), a phrase omitted from
DG II which indicates Lord Henry's physical attraction to Dorian—
physical because he has only exchanged a few comments with him; there
are no grounds for any other kind.
After Dorian expresses his jealousy of the finished portrait,
Lord Henry says that if the "'silly boy'" (DG I, 20) does not want the
portrait, he does.

Dorian objects to being called a "silly boy," but

where Lord Henry replies that Dorian does not "'really mind being
called a boy'" in DG I, Wilde changes the statement with its homo
sexual implications to the less implicative assertion that he does
not "'object to being reminded that [he is] extremely young.'"
A month later, Dorian, awaiting the arrival of Lord Henry,
visits with Lady Henry and we learn that Lord Henry has twenty-seven
photographs of Dorian.

(There are only seventeen in DG II).

Upon

Lord Henry's arrival there is an awkward silence, which is broken
only when Lady Henry takes her leave.

The silence implies that
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Lady He \ry suspects that their association is something more than the
usual friendship.

That her suspicion may have foundation in fact is

suzggestec when Lord Henry asks Dorian to give him some matches, " ’like
a good bo '" (DG I, 27).

Dorian does not object to the term, a pos

sible indication that their relationship is on a different basis now.
Bu

Lord Henry's affection for Dorian is more overtly stated

when Doriar announces his engagement to Sibyl.

He is pleased that

Dorian’s in :atuation has "caused him not the slightest pang of annoy
ance or jea.ousy" (DG I, 30), and the mere fact that he seems to have
expected to feel jealous is indicative of his passion.
Altt3ugh this aspect of Lord Henry is interesting so far as
his status as an ego projection is concerned, it is far overshadowed
by another fleet.

Lord Henry is a philosopher, and one of his inter

ests is the soul.

"One’s own soul, and the passions of one's friends—

these were the fascinating things in life" (DG I, 11.
interest in the soul is detailed in Chapter VIII).
interested

Lord Henry's

But he is also

n individualism and self-realization, in a man's living

'"life out :uily and completely'" (DG I, 14).

In order to accomplish

this, man rust savor every sensation, live Wilde's idea of the life
described '*y Pater in the Renaissance; if he should deny his desires,
he would la punished.
Every impulse that we strive to strangle broods in the mind,
and poisons us. The body sins once, and has done with its
sin, for action is a mode of purification. . . . The only
way ;o get rid of a temptation is to yield to it (DG I, 14).
When Lord Henry meets the impressionable Dorian, he propounds
these 'heories to him and more.

"’Live the wonderful life that is in
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you!

Let nothing be lost upon you.

tions. . . .

Be always searching for new sensa

A new Hedonism,— that is what our century wants'" (DG I, 17).

As he converses with Dorian, Lord Henry tells him that to '"influ
ence a person is to give him one's own soul. . . . His sins, if there are
such things as sins, are borrowed'" (DG I, 13).

By extension, then,

Dorian is a part of Lord Henry just as he is a part of Basil.

Dorian

represents the synthesis of the body and the soul, of what is latent
in Basil and Lord Henry.
Dorian, listening, feels that the new impulses stirring within
him have come from deep inside himself.
Lord Henry merely awakened them.
Wilde's attitude.

They were already present then;

And so we see the ambivalence in

On the one side he tells us that by influencing

Dorian, Lord Henry is giving him his own soul, and on the other, he
absolves Lord Henry of blame.
latent within him.

Dorian's destructive impulses were

As a story-teller, Wilde can project a Mephisto-

phelian Lord Henry, but as Lord Henry's alter-ego, he is forced to
deny guilt.

This ambivalence is noticeable throughout the novel.

Lord Henry watches Dorian's reaction to his words, "remember
ing a book that he had read when he was sixteen which had revealed to
him much that he had not known before" (DG I, 15).^
Henry is interested in the study of human life.

Above all, Lord

"To note the curious

■’Eneas Sweetland Dallas published The Gay Science in 1866, an
attempt to analyze the aims of art and the methods by which an artist
could communicate. Among his assertions was the assumption that the
end of design was pleasure. This pleasure belonged to the Hidden Soul,
the buried life, and not in thinking or being conscious of tne soul.
Jerome Buckley, The Victorian Temper (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1951), p. 5. Inasmuch as these ideas are echoed by
Wilde, who was sixteen in 1870, and who uses autobiographical inci
dents in his work, it is theoretically possible that he may have been
influenced to some extent by this book.
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hard logic of passion, and the emotional colored life of the intellect,—
to observe where they met, and where they separated, at what point they
became one, and at what point they were at discord,— there was a delight
in that!" (DG I, 30).
curean, he observes.

Lord Henry does not act; like Marius the Epi
This doctrine of inaction is in accord with his

belief that although '"it has been said that the great events of the
world take place in the brain, it is in the brain, and the brain only,
that the great sins of the world take place also'" (DG I, 14.
commented on these lines in a letter written from prison.

Wilde

"I said in

Dorian Gray that the great sins of the world take place in the brain,
but it is in the brain that everything takes place" (Letters, p. 483.)
However, Lord Henry recommends the opposite of his doctrine of
inaction to Dorian; he urges Dorian to yield to temptation, to act.
The ambivalent Wilde offers an apology both for action and for
inaction.

Yet Lord Henry has a premonition that life as observer

may not be safe.

His interest in the soul and body leads him to

believe that the only way to investigate their mysteries is to
experiment, and Dorian is the best possible subject.

However, he

reflects, "it often happened that when we thought we were experi
menting on others we were really experimenting on ourselves" (DG I,
31).
Lord Henry's philosophy is expanded in DG^ II.

When Dorian

declares his love for Sibyl, Lord Henry lectures him on pleasure as
the ultimate, the only thing worth having.

If you are happy, you

are good because you are in harmony with yourself.
is more important than either moral or social codes,

And this harmony
(It seems that
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in 1891, Wilde needed a stronger defense of his position, a defense which
would vindicate the breaking of moral and social codes.)
Lord Henry's doctrine of inaction is further elucidated near the
end of the novel when Dorian intimates that he may have committed a mur
der.

Lord Henry cannot believe it.

Art, not crime, is the '"method of

procuring extraordinary sensations. . . .
take.

'"Murder is always a mis

One should never do anything that one cannot talk about after

dinner'" (DG II, 386).

Although the remarks are flippant, they reflect

the intellectual for whom action is not the answer.

He may study and

observe and vicariously experience, but he does not participate.

He

can therefore laugh at Dorian's reference to the portrait being that
of "'a face without a heart'" (DG II, 388).

"'If a man treats life

artistically, his brain is his heart'" (DG II, 388).

The artistic

life encompasses all things and excludes the need of human emotions
with art providing a substitute for them.
Not only does art substitute for the emotions, but for the
soul.

"'We have given up our belief in the soul'" (DG II, 390).

The

Lord Henry in DG II, then, presents an argument on Wilde's part for
the intellectual study of beauty.

This life style would preclude

action, and it denies the need of a heart or the existence of the
dark desires, for all would be sublimated in art.

What Lord Henry

does not realize is that Dorian cannot live this purely intellectual
life.

And so Wilde begins, in DG II only, a subtle condemnation of

Lord Henry, who cannot really understand the man Dorian has become.
(This lack of understanding will be commented on more fully later.)
But this philosophy is not expressed in DG I, where Lord Henry
sustains a nostalgic tone, bemoaning the loss of his youth while

Dorian stays young.

He tries to wear his caustic mask, commenting on

youth and age, but the music Dorian is playing fits his real mood, that
of sadness, and he confesses that he does have sorrows.

These sorrows

are unnamed, and Lord Henry is out of character unless we consider him
as an ego projection.

Lord Henry envies Dorian the life which has not

marred him, while Wilde must have realized, as Lord Henry does, that
his own life was marring him.

And his confession is made through Lord

Henry:
Life is not governed by will or intention. Life is a question
of nerves, and fibres, and slowly built-up cells in which
thought hides itself and passion has its dreams. You may
fancy yourself safe, and think yourself strong. But a chance
tone of color in a room or a morning sky, a particular perfume
that you had once loved and that brings strange memories with
it, a line from a forgotten poem that you had come across
again, a cadence from a piece of music that you had ceased to
play,-— I tell you Dorian, that it is on things like these that
our lives depend. Browning writes about that somewhere; but
our own senses will imagine them for us. There are moments
when the. odor of heliotrope passes suddenly across me, and I
have to live the strangest year of my life over again (DG I,
96, 97).
Something happened to Lord Henry which quite obviously was beyond his
control, that aroused his passion, and that negated his role as
observer and his doctrine of inaction.

We are never told what it was.

In DG II, Wilde changes the "heliotrope" to "lilas blanc," and
the "strangest year" to "strangest month."

He was fond of both flowers

and therefore possibly changed the type for some aesthetic reason, but
there seems to be no special aesthetic or stylistic reason for chang
ing "year" to "month.”

The only period of a month mentioned in the

novel is that period between Lord Henry's meeting with Dorian and
Dorian's engagement to Sibyl.

If the month in this passage refers

to that, then Wilde is strengthening Lord Henry's role as homosexual
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and this is exactly what he was trying to avoid.

It seems, then, that

the change was made not because Wilde felt that "month" was in some way
a better choice, but to eradicate "year."

And there seems to be no rea

son for this unless the period of time had autobiographical connotations.
Inasmuch as many of the changes in the novel appear to have been
made to eliminate personal references, I would hazard the guess that this
is the case in this instance.

I would further suggest that the year was

1.883, the year before his marriage, during which time Wilde met Robert
Sherard, a lifetime friend.

This was the year in which possibly his

first "precious" statements are made In a letter to Sherard dated 17
May 1883.
Your letter was as loveable as yourself, and this is my first
moment . . . to tell you what pleasure it gave me, and what
memories of moonlit meanderings, and sunset strolls, the mere
sight of your handwriting brought.
As for the dedication of your poems, I accept it: how
could I refuse a gift so musical in its beauty, and fashioned
by one whom I love so much as I love you? (Letters, p. 146).
In another letter of approximately the same date, he writes
again to Sherard, "I think of you often, wandering in violet valleys
with your honey-coloured hair" (Letters, p. 147).

These letters show

indication of a friendship stronger than the normal, and reflect pos
sible experimentation on Wilde's part which led to serious involve
ment later.

"But in the early months of their friendship Sherard

had not appropriated Wilde, perhaps because Wilde had not yet become
a property" (O.W., p. 74).
1883 was also the year that Wilde took rooms in 9 Charles Street,
Grosvenor Square, and it was a time when he was friendly with George Curzon, an Oxonian friend of his.

(In DG I, Lord Henry first resides on

Curzon Street, the same street Lord Arthur Savile's first intended
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victim lived on.

This address is changed in DG II to Mayfair.

Later in

the novel, Lord Henry lives in Grosvenor Square, as does Dorian.)
Previous to and during this period Wilde admired and was friendly
with Ellen Terry, Lily Langtry, and Sarah Bernhardt, all famous actresses.
He had flung lilies at the feet of Bernhardt, and called Ellen Terry a
lily in verse.

"She stands with eyes marred by mists of pain,/Like some

wan lily overdrenched with rain" (0.W., p. 41).
Three months of the year were spent in Paris, where he fixed his
hair like Nero's, dressed like Balzac, and mixed "with the three classes
of people whose company he really enjoyed:
outcasts" (O.W., p. 78).

artists, aristocrats, and

While in Paris, for example, he and Sherard

called on Bernhardt; they consorted with Mallarme, Zola, Verlaine, and
Degas; they "went on a pilgrimage in the footsteps of Gerard de Nerval"
(O.W., p. 79); and they frequently visited the less reputable parts of
the city.
After these three months of experimentation, Wilde returned to
London, enjoying the company of anarchists, poets, society people— any
one he found interesting.
and he became engaged.

He lectured throughout England and Scotland,

(See Chapter I, p. 10, fn 6.)

Surely this was

a strange year, one which introduced Wilde to a variety of persons,
places, and things; it is possible that memories of his experiences
are reflected in Lord Henry's.
Following Lord Henry's confessional statement, Dorian accuses
Lord Henry of poisoning him with the yellow book but Lord Henry rather
tritely replies that "'you and I are what we are, and will be what we
will be'" (DG I, 97).

Like Lord Arthur Savile, then, their destinies
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are pre-determined and Lord Henry Is rather feebly absolved of blame with
regard to Dorian.
In DG II, Wilde adds a ringing denunciation of the possibility
of artistic influence which is echoed in the "Preface" (see Chapter II,
p. 50).
Lord Henry makes arrangements to meet Dorian the next day; Dorian
leaves for home; and we see no more of Lord Henry— surely a weak exit for
so strong a character.
A defense of Lord Henry runs through the novel.

In Chapter III,

DG II, Lord Henry becomes entranced with the idea of exercising his influ
ence on Dorian, on projecting his own soul.

But he also decides that he

will "try to be to Dorian Gray what, without knowing it, the lad was to
the painter" (DG II, 71).

He will, then, try to inculcate in Dorian the

vision of ideal beauty which Basil sees in Dorian's physical presence.
This exalted purpose is not only a change from the more egocentric and
disinterested Lord Henry of DG I, but an apologia for Wilde who can now
justify his alliances on the grounds of art.
Basil continually excuses Lord Henry's caustic comments.
believes Lord Henry is '"really a very good husband.

He

You never say a

moral thing, and you never do a wrong thing'" (DG I, 5).

Later, Lord

Henry contends flippantly that conscience and cowardice are the same
things and Basil's role as defender is strengthened in DG II.

His

reply, "'I don't believe that, Harry'" (DG I, 7), has the added com
ment, "'and I don't believe you do either.'"
When Lord Henry castigates the English lower classes and their
hypocritical way of criticizing the upper classes for having their own
vices of "'drunkenness, stupidity, and immorality'" (DG I, 8), Basil
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comes tc his defense once more by stating that he does not think Lord
Henry believes what he says.

Lord Henry tacitly agrees with this state

ment by suggesting that '"the value of an idea has nothing whatsoever
to do with the sincerity of the man who expresses it"1 (DG I, 8).
Basil accuses Lord Henry of not knowing what friendship is, and
of being indifferent to people.

Now Lord Henry protests in his own

behalf that he merely differentiates between people, " ’choosing my
friends for their good looks, my acquaintances for their characters,
and my enemies for their brains'" (DG I, 8.
defined in DG II as "good character.").

"Character"is further

Although the remark is a

typical flippancy, it is still a rationization and a defense.
After Dorian's portrait is finished, Basil rings for tea, com
menting that '"tea is the only simple pleasure left to us'" (DG I, 20),
and Lord Henry immediately declares that he does not like "'simple
pleasures.'"

But he defends himself in DG II.

He "'adores them.'"

Lord Henry is excused again, and this time by Wilde, when Lord
Henry reflects that he will miss a tedious luncheon conversation about
the '"housing of the poor, and the necessity for model lodging-houses'"
(DG I, 11).

This reflection of Lord Henry's callous indifference to

the poor is ameliorated by Wilde's addition in DG II, in which he
shifts the censure to the other luncheon guests, thereby exonerating
Lord Henry of blame.

Lord Henry now reflects that each of the guests

at the luncheon would have expressed his biased views about the poor,
and he is happy to avoid such a luncheon.
In the added chapters in DG II, Lord Henry also has defenders.
It is Lady Agatha who whispers that "'he never means anything that he

m

116
says'" (DG

II, 74), while Mr. Erskine defends Lord Henry's propensity

for paradox.

’"Well, the way of paradoxes is the way of truth'" (DG I,

76).
It is evident that Lord Henry's philosophy and his wit are to
be excused or defended.

Kis philosophy does no harm: his intentions

are good; his witty remarks are a mere facade.
While the added chapters in DG II give more attention to Sibyl
Vane and introduce the story of James Vane, they also contain the
greater part of Lord Henry's characterization as conversationalist and
wit.

And the dialogue is decidedly similar to that of Wilde's later

comedies— sparkling and effervescent.
In Chapter III of DG II, for example, Lord Henry delights the
guests at a luncheon as Wilde describes what can only be his own
powers of conversation.
He played with the idea, and grew wilful: tossed it into
the air and transformed it; let it escape and recaptured it;
made it iridescent with fancy, and winged ft with paradox. . . .
It was an extraordinary improvisation (DG II, 79, 80).
The luncheon is concluded and the chapter ends, a chapter consisting to
a great degree of witticisms, examples of Lord Henry’s conversational
ability.
In a like manner, in Chapter XV, DG II, Lord Henry displays his
wit at a dinner party, and in this chapter we have an example of another
aspect of Wilde's technique.

Lord Henry takes every opportunity, as

usual, to make cynical comments about marriage, but when Lady Narborough
comments that everyone says he is wicked, Lord Henry is "serious for
some moments.

'It is perfectly monstrous the way people go about nowa

days saying things against one behind one's back that are absolutely
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and entirely true'" (DG II, 324, 325).

His seriousness indicates that he

is aware of the talk about him, and that he is trying to find a way to
refute it.

The Wildean answer to the problem is to

ake so bald a

statement that it shocks the listener into disbelief.
In Chapter XVIII, Lord Henry, at his cynical best, joins Dorian
after the hunting accident in which James Vane is killed.

He suggests

stopping the hunt because "'it would not look well to go on'" (DG II,
367), and he dismisses the accident by commenting that "'it was the
man's own fault.

Why did he get in front of the guns?'" (DG II, 368).

Completely unfeeling and completely sophisticated, his conversation is
filled with one aphorism after another, until finally Dorian exclaims
that Lord Henry would '"sacrifice anybody for the sake of an epigram'"
(DG II, 371).
Yet when Dorian declares that he is going to leave for his
yacht in order to be safe, Lord Henry immediately shows concern,
asking Dorian what trouble he is in, and offering to help.
as he is, he feels a real attachment to Dorian.

Cynical

But Dorian, instinc

tively realizing that Lord Henry, who urges the fulfillment of the
senses, cannot help him in this situation, refuses to confide in him.
Lord Henry displays the lack of understanding which justifies
Dorian's refusal to confide in him when the Duchess asks Dorian why
he did not want his guest to shoot a hare.

Lord Henry breaks into

the conversation saying that the whole subject is simply annoying.
"'It has no psychological value at all'" (DG II, 372).

But of course,

it does; it shows, at the very least, a glimmer of compassion in
Dorian which possibly foreshadows his attempt to spare Hetty, a
similarly helpless creature.

And Lord Henry does not seem to be
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particularly perspicacious when he states that he would "'like to know
someone who had committed a real murder"’ (DG II, 372), particularly
when one considers that Dorian has tried to tell him he has murdered
Basil.
On the other hand, Lord Henry, who has previously warned the
Duchess about Dorian, once more tries to warn her that a love affair
with Dorian will end in disillusion.

This is particularly surprisirig

in view of the fact that he has never displayed any concern over the
ruin of his own sister by Dorian (see Chapter IV, page 75 and fn 2).
In this chapter there is a strange dichotomy in Wilde's atti
tude toward Lord Henry which is in accord with the ambivalence already
discussed.

In part he is sympathetic to Lord Henry but he also shows

him to the worst advantage in the entire novel.

When Wilde revised

his novel for publication in book form, he attempted to make Lord
Henry more Mephistophelean, but he could not.

As alter ego, Lord

Henry must be protected and defended.
It is significant in this respect that Lord Henry's exit
from the scene has not been changed, as it easily could have been.
Nothing happens to him.
his exit

He merely disappears from the novel, and

leaves the reader strangely dissatisfied.

Lord Henry

wants to influence Dorian and he does; but Wilde denies it.

Lord

Henry sneers at marriage; but he is wistful about the loss of his
wife.

He is flippant and cynical, but he does not mean what he

says; and he has private sorrows.
Wilde will not admit his guilt.

He cannot be punished, because
Therefore, he just fades away.

By 1891, Wilde has changed Lord Henry to some extent and Lord
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Henry displays a marked lack of understanding.

But while this view

presents a more unsympathetic attitude on Wilde's part, it reflects
a human failing in Lord Henry, and not toe reprehensible a one.
Is more in the nature of a defense than an accusation.
is a Mephistopheles without blame.

m
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CHAPTER VII

DORIAN

The twenty-year-old Dorian Gray, who has birth, position, and
wealth, is endowed with golden, curly hair, beautiful blue eyes,
chiselled "rose-red" lips, and the "air of a young Greek martyr" (DG
I, 13).^

He shares with Lord Henry the possibility that his charac

ter is based in part on Comte Robert de Montesquieu.

While Lord

Henry resembles him physically, Dorian shares Montesquiou's and Des
Esseintes', protagonist of A Rebours, enthusiasms— slumming, experi
menting with sensation and vice, studying jewels, perfumes, music,
_nd the like.
Dorian resembles his peers in Wilde's art— Lord Arthur Savile,
Lord Goring, Lord Illingworth, Lord Windemere, and Jack Worthing— in
that all of them either have a secret or lead a double life.

He is

Wilde was fond of describing beautiful males as martyrs, and
he particularly liked to compare them to St. Sebastian. In his poem,
"The Grave of Keats," for example, he writes: "The youngest of the
martyrs here is lain,/Fair as Sebastian and as early slain"(VIII, 177).
In a letter, Wilde explains why he refers to Keats as a martyr. "I
thought of him as a Priest of Beauty slain before his time, a lovely
Sebastian killed by the arrows of a lying and unjust tongue" (Letters,
p. 41).
When Wilde was released from prison he took the name "Sebastian
Melmoth." The protagonist of Charles Maturin's Melmoth the Wanderer
bears a marked resemblance to Lord Henry and Wilde may possibly have
adopted the surname for that reason. "The Christian name Sebastian
was probably in memory of the martyred saint" (Letters, p. 555, fn 1).
Wilde seems to be identifying both Dorian and himself as "Priest[s] of
Beauty."
120
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like the young King with respect to his romantic background; like the
Fisherman in that both have externalized souls; and like the hero of a
typical fairy tale in that he is called "Prince Charming."
Some critics have said that his last name was borrowed from a
handsome poet, John Gray; however, according to Hart-Davis, "there is
no evidence for the persistent suggestion that he was the original of
Dorian Gray" (Letters, p. 312, fn 3).

And Wilde himself states in a

letter dated 10 February 1892, "My acquaintance with Mr. John Gray is,
I regret to say, extremely recent" (Letters, p. 311).

While there is

no evidence to show how or why Wilde chose Dorian's first name, we can
possibly assume that it relates to Dorian's Greek beauty.
Like Lord Henry and Basil Hallward, Dorian is an ego-projection,
sharing with Wilde a passion for beauty, a horror of growing old, a
sense of doom, a feeling of guilt, a love of exotic art objects, and
an attraction to inhabitants of the slums.

As an ego-projection, he

represents a synthesis of the two sides of Wilde— the artist with a
love of beauty, Basil Hallward, and the intellectual, Lord Henry,
whose theories awaken the desires of the. shadow side of the person
ality.
But there are two more levels to the story.

On the most super

ficial level, Dorian is a late-nineteenth-century Faust, who barters
his soul for perpetual youth and is damned.

On yet another level,

Basil Hallward and Lord Henry are ego projections but Dorian is not.
He is simply a young man who comes under the influence of the artist
and the philosopher and is destroyed.

It is at this level that Wilde

is most ambivalent, for he at once affirms and denies the influence
of the two.

It seems that Wilde, the egoist, would like to believe

that he can influence young men, but he denies adverse effects; therefore,
what evil Dorian does, he does of his own accord.
When Lord Henry first sees Dorian's portrait, he immediately
passes judgement upon him.
I, 4).

'"He is a brainless, beautiful thing'" (DG

His impression is confirmed when he meets the young man.

While

Dorian is possessed of outstanding physical beauty, he seems to be a
naive, unformed adolescent.

His boyishness, which is faintly feminine,

is affirmed by his blushes, his willfulness, and his petulance (DG I, 12).
Listening to Lord Henry tell him not to resist his passions, but
to yield to temptation, Dorian senses that the new impulses he feels come
from within himself.
not implanted.

They have been aroused by Lord Henry's thoughts,

Lord Henry's influence, then, is an awakening of what

is already latent within Dorian.
Dorian is fascinated with, but half-afraid of Lord Henry's
philosophy, and when Lord Henry warns Dorian that his beauty will fade,
that he should seek new sensations while he is still young, Dorian,
with what is almost a premonition, wonders if he will always be glad
he met him (DG I, 17).
The portrait finished, Dorian sees himself afresh.

Lord Henry's

remarks have awakened him to a new awareness of himself, an awareness
which Basil's compliments never evoked.

Where Basil's compliments made

him cognizant of externals, Lord Henry has aroused the internal desires.
Wishing the picture would grow old and he would stay young, in
DG II, Dorian adds that he "'would give [his] Soul for that!'" (DG II,
19).

Convinced now that youth and beauty are the only things worth

having, he is jealous and ironically unaware that he is forecasting
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his own doom when he says that "'it will mock me someday— mock me hor
ribly:"' (DG I, .19) .
Basil attempts to destroy the canvas but Dorian stops him.
" ’It would be murder'" (DG I, 20).

But it would not be just the

"murder" of a work of art, it would be the death of Dorian, a sub
conscious realization on Dorian's part which he articulates when he
says, "'It is a part of myself, I feel that'" (DG I, 20).
The crisis averted and the portrait saved, Basil entreats
Dorian not to go to the theater with Lord Henry.

Lord Henry says

nothing, but Dorian repeatedly rejects Basil's pleading.
he "'must go'" (DG I, 22).

He feels

Dorian can withstand the abject pleas

of Basil but already dominated, he seems impelled to act in accord
ance with Lord Henry's wishes.
A month elapses, during which Dorian follows Lord Henry's
advice.

Like Wilde when he "feasted with panthers," Dorian finds

in danger "a sense of delight" (DG I, 25), and he remembers what
Lord Henry has said about the search for beauty being the "'poison
ous secret of life'" (DG I, 25).

Wilde wrote:

People thought it dreadful of me to have entertained at din
ner the evil things of life, and to have found pleasure in
their company. But they . . . were delightfully suggestive
and stimulating. It was like feasting with panthers. The
danger was half the excitement. . . . They were to me the
brightest of gilded snakes. Their poison was part of their
perfection (Letters, p. 492).
Wilde, the proponent of the search for beauty, could not allow this
search to be poisonous for long and changed it in DG II to ’"real
secret of life.'"
When Dorian meets Sibyl Vane, he is moved by her beauty and
her beautiful voice.

Her voice and that of Lord Henry are the "'two
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things [he] will never forget."'

(It is interesting that Dorian is

impressed by voices— Wilde was proud of his own beautiful voice.)
"'Each of them says something different.
low'" (DG I, 26).

I don't know which ito fol

Sibyl calls him to follow an unspecified path,

but one which is the opposite of that advocated by the hedonistic
Lord Henry.

We can perhaps assume that inasmuch as she seems to

Dorian to be a consummate actress, she represents a purely artistic
life; for although Dorian says he loves her, there is no mention of
passion.

As a matter of fact, in speaking to Lord Henry of his

infatuation, he refers to the roles she plays, specifically mention
ing Rosalind and Imogen.

He seems particularly attracted by Sibyl's

impersonating a boy.
Dorian loves Sibyl because she is not ordinary.

Like Gerald

in "The Sphinx Without a Secret," he prefers women with secrets, and
the actress presents to him the thrill of the unknown, adopting a
different personality with each role.

(Lord Henry, too, loves act

resses, while Wilde was entranced particularly by Lily Langtry, Sarah
Bernhardt, and Ellen Terry.)
person.

Dorian loves the actress, then, not the

"'She is all the great heroines of the world in one'" (DG I,

28).
Lord Henry watches Dorian's mounting excitement with pleasure,
reflecting that "out of its secret hiding-place had crept his Soul,
and Desire had come to meet in on the way" (DG I, 29).

Like tfoe

Fisherman's Soul, Dorian's soul, his instinctual desires, are now
emerging.
Dorian's attraction to Sibyl as actress and male impersonator
is emphasized when he leaves Lord Henry.

"'Imogen is waiting f®r me'”
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(DG I, 30), not Sibyl.

And later, when he tells Basil and Lord Henry

about his engagement, he describes Sibyl as Rosalind, who "'in her
boy's clothes was perfectly wonderful'" (DG I, 34).
seen her this day, the first of their engagement.

Dorian has not
He "'left her in

the forest of Arden,'" and will '"find her in an orchard in Verona'"
(DG I, 34).

It is obvious that she exists for him only as a character.

In what is at once a revelation of what might be considered an
adverse aspect of Sibyl's character and an apology for Dorian's future
actions, Lord Henry elicits the information that Dorian did not propose
to Sibyl.

When he told her he loved her, "'she said she was not worthy

to be my wife'" (DG I, 34).

Yet Sibyl, whom Dorian has placed on a

pedestal, is definitely a beneficent influence.

When he is with her

Dorian regrets having followed the theories he learned from Lord Henry.
"'Her trust makes me faithful, her belief makes me good'" (DG I, 35).
After Sibyl has humiliated Dorian with her artificial perform
ance, Dorian selfishly can think only of how he has suffered.

He can

not understand Sibyl when she tells him she can no longer act because
she has real love to substitute for the passion of '"puppets of a
play'" (DG I, 40).

He can only restate that she has killed his love.

"'You used to stir my imagination.
osity'" (DG I, 40).

Now you don't even stir my curi

Although she crawls to him, pleading for a second

chance, he disdains her and leaves.

The complete egoist, thinking

only of himself, Dorian has experimented with Lord Henry's theories
for a month, and lost not only a sense of compassion, but a sense of
values and a chance for regeneration.
due to Lord Henry's influence.

But his change is not solely

It was Basil and the portrait which
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first opened to him the world of beauty and introduced him to the aware
ness of his own physical attributes.
Reaching home, Dorian notices that his portrait has "a touch of
cruelty in the mouth" (DG I, 41), but he cannot believe he has been
cruel.

His egoism is evident when he reflects that he is the one who

is wronged; Sibyl has disappointed him.
unworthy" (DG I, 42).
bility for his actions.
I, 42).

"She had been shallow, and

More than that, he cannot accept any responsi
"Why had such a soul been given to him?" (DG

He is the recipient of such a soul; he has done nothing to

create it, according to his lights.
Finally, he feels narcissistically sorry for the picture,
because it is changing and he will remain beautiful.

But the thought

of even his picture growing ugly is insupportable and so he determines
to return to Sibyl and reform.

This determination is not made from

any sense of guilt, or love, or even duty, although he tells himself
it is; it is from self-love, the narcissistic desire to keep his por
trait undefiled.
Displaying the shallowness of his nature, Dorian awakens the
next morning with only a "dim sense" (DG I, 44) of what has happened.
He writes a long letter to Sibyl, begging her pardon, but Wilde tells
us that this is not a selfless gesture.

In apologizing, Dorian feels

that he has been forgiven, and further, "there is a luxury in selfreproach" (DG I, 45).
His egoism is never more apparent than when Lord Henry comes
to see him.

Dorian tells Lord Henry that he is happy the entire

incident has occurred; he now knows himself better.

He believes

127
that he knows now what a conscience is, and he wants to be good— not for
Sibyl, but so that his soul will not be hideous.
Learning from Lord Henry of Sibyl's death, Dorian dramatizes the
situation.

It is ar, extremely romantic affair to him i,iw, and all he can

think of is his own emotion.

He has not a word of r, aorse or sorrow.

As

a matter of fact, when he remembers the danger to him represented by his
picture, he maintains that Sibyl was selfish; she had no right to kill
herself when she could have saved him (DG I, 47).

However, not com

pletely hardened as yet, he realizes that there is something lacking in
his character inasmuch as Sibyl's death does not really affect him.
When Lord Henry leaves, Dorian rushes to see if his portrait
has altered.

Accepting Lord Henry's scientific detachment as well as

his philosophy, Dorian would like to see it change before his eyes.
He decides that his life is to be one of experimentation, pleasure,
and sin, but he feels unhappy that the portrait will change, for he
has loved it and even kissed it.

Yet he cannot give up the chance of

remaining young, and he can satisfy his curiosity by watching it.
will mirror his soul.

It

Clearly Dorian's attachment to the portrait is

narcissistic; the portrait is a part of him and he realizes it.
is to be noted that Dorian has made his decision alone.

It

Neither Lord

Henry nor Basil is involved.
The Dorian whom Basil comes to console the following morning
is almost a carbon copy or a shadow of Lord Henry.

Dreadfully bored,

cynical, given to aphorisms, and fond of exotic luxuries, he sips wine
from a "delicate gold-beaded bubble of Venetian glass" while he tells
Basil not to discuss the death of Sibyl.

s

"'If one doesn't talk about
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a thing, it has never happened"’ (DG I, 53).

And in DG II, he is even

more callous, adding that Sibyl, after all, was not an only child; she
had a brother who is a sailor.

Technically, of course, this serves as

another bit of information about James Vane, but its insertion at this
point also serves to heighten our awareness of Dorian's lack of com
passion.
Basil is horrified at the change in Dorian from the "'simple,
natural, and affectionate'" (DG I, 53) boy he had been; now he seems
to have no heart and no pity.

We can explain the comment to some

extent by saying that the emotionally involved Basil does not and
has not really known Dorian.

But even so, Basil notices a definite

change in Dorian that has occurred since he was with Dorian at din
ner and the theater.

The crisis took place the previous day— when

Dorian made the decision to live the hedonistic life of pleasure
and watch the portrait grow old.

But Basil is wreng when he attrib

utes Dorian's change to Lord Henry, as Dorian realizes when he says
that it was Basil who taught him to be vain.

Basil must share the

responsibility, and he is aware of this when he says that he will
be punished for it.
Wilde's ambivalence is again in evidence.

Dorian made his

decision alone yet now both Basil and Lord Henry must accept their
share of the guilt.

On one level, the artist and philosopher can

not be condemned in the matter of influencing young friends, but on
another level, Basil and Lord Henry, representing xhe two sides of
Wilde's and Dorian's nature, are both guilty.
Attempting to explain his decision to Basil, Dorian tells
him that he wants to learn to see all things from an artistic point
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of view, and he wants to collect beautiful things for the artistic tem
perament they create.

If he can develop this temperament, he feels that

he can learn to be the '"spectator of [his] own life"’ (DG I, 54).

From

this detached viewpoint he can observe what happened purely from the
standpoint of art.

His aim seems to be to synthesize the qualities of

both Lord Henry and Basil— Lord Henry wants to observe others, and Basil
wants an artistic life.
Nevertheless, Dorian wants to remain Basil's friend, feeling
instinctively that Basil, the artist and idealist, is better than Lord
Henry.

Yet he follows Lord Henry, because Lord Henry, and the instinc

tual desires he has aroused, are stronger.
When Basil asks to see the portrait, Dorian is enraged.

He

cannot bear the thought that Basil or Lord Henry, let alone anyone
else, should see it.

Again there is a narcissistic element involved,

a self-pride which denies the possibility that he is in any trouble;
but there must also be the subconscious realization that the ideal
istic artist, to whom he has said he would go if he were in trouble,
cannot permit or admit the presence of such ugliness, while the
intellect, to whom he has said he would always tell everything, can
be of no help, but will probably only proffer further rationaliza
tions.

All three men considered as ego projections, Wilde seems to

be saying that his own desires have brought him to the point where
neither his artistic nor his intellectual self can be of help.

The

artistic side is not strong enough, and the intellect might scof ,
rationalize or urge on to further experimentation.
After Basil leaves, Dorian decides to hide his portra: _.
rings for his housekeeper and asks her to call the frame-maker to

He
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assist him in carrying it upstairs.

There is a stereotyped conversation

between the two when Mrs. Leaf reminds him of his childhood.

'"But,

Lord bless, you, sir, I have known you since you were a baby, and many's
the trick you've played on poor old Leaf"’ (DG I, 59).

This passage not

only destroys the mood but shows us Dorian in another light as he laugh
ingly talks with her, a kindly light which we do not see in DG II, where
Mrs. Leaf becomes a more impersonal housekeeper; the pleasantries are
omitted; and Dorian is petulant.
Looking around for a covering for the portrait, Dorian regrets
the fact that he did not tell Basil about the picture.

He believes

now that Basil, who loved him intellectually and nobly, could have
helped him.

Wilde equates the pure, the intellectual, and the artis

tic with the homosexual, comparing Basil's love to the loves of Michel
angelo, Montaigne, Winckelmann, and Shakespeare. (In "The Portrait of
Mr. W.H.," Wilde discusses the young actor he believed or purported to
believe Shakespeare loved.)
Mr. Ashton, the frame-maker, comes to help Dorian even though
he generally never leaves his shop.
bard in DG II).
body" (DG I, 61).

(Ashton's name is changed to Hub

"There was something about Dorian that charmed every
Dorian has charmed both artistic and intellectual

men, women in society as well as Sibyl, and now he charmes the trades
people.

Wilde seems to be telling us that if so many disparate types

are charmed by Dorian, it is no wonder that such a boy is attractive
to Wilde.
The portrait is carried to the playroom, and Wilde informs us,
in DG II, that Dorian's grandfather has always hated Dorian because of
his strange likeness to his mother.

(The grandfather is an uncle in
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DG I.)

The young King, likewise an ego projection of Wilde, also has a

cruel grandfather, and the young King was lonely as was the boy Dorian.
Entering the playroom, Dorian remembers the "stainless purity"
(DG I, 62) of his boyhood, ar.i feels that it is horrible that his por
trait should be hidden there.

It is interesting to note that Dorian

does go back to a childhood refuge and symbol of purity to hide his
portrait.

This instinctive desire to regress, to regain lost purity,

is even more evident as he speculates that possibly "some love might
come across his life, and purify him" (DG I, 62), and his portrait
might become as it once was.
Years pass, during which Dorian cannot free himself from the
influence of the yellow book, a book Lord Henry has sent him.
It was a novel without a plot, and with only one char
acter, being, indeed, simply a psychological study of a
certain young Parisian, who spent his life trying to
realize in tne nineteenth century all the passions and
modes of thought that belonged to every century except
his own, and to sum up, as it were, in himself the various
moods through which the world-spirit had ever passed, lov
ing for their mere artificiality those renunciations that
men have unwisely called virtue, as much as those natural
rebellions that wise men still call sin. . . . It was a
poisonous book (DG I, 64).
Wilde uses the word "influence" in DG II, where he uses "memory"
in D(3 I (65) .

It would seem that he at once wishes the reader to

believe that the book did, in fact, influence Dorian, and yet he
denies it when he says that the book pre-figures Dorian's life.
Dorian now enjoys making the comparison between his increas
ingly hideous portrait and his own beauty.

His curiosity about life

and hunger for sensation have grown as he has become more depraved.
As Wilde relates Dorian's past, his account becomes autobio
graphical.

Like Wilde, Dorian retains a purity of language, so that
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men who talked grossly became silent when Dorian entered the room" (DG
I, 65).

But while his language is pure, his actions are not.

He has

made excursions to taverns and opium dens near the docks, he has often
been mysteriously absent from home for prolonged periods; and rumors
have spread throughout London about his behavior.

However, he has

remained careful about his socis.1 standing, keeping an open house
every Wednesday (see above, Chapter I, p. 10).

His dinners are

exquisitely tasteful, with his "‘very young men" (DG I, 66) guests
imagining Dorian to be a perfect, combination of the truly cultured
scholar and citizen of the world...

"To them he seemed to belong to

those whom Dante describes as having sought to 'make themselves per
fect by the worship of beauty.'

Like Gautier, he was one for whom

'the visible world existed'" (DG I, 66).

And, of course, he is also

like Wilde, who was known for hi® worship of beauty, who liked to
think of himself as a combination of culture and sophistication, and
who said that "like Gautier I have always been one of those pour qui
le monde visible existe" (Letter®, p. 509).
For Dorian, life is the greatest art, while Wilde sought to
make his life a work of art.

Like Wilde, Dorian affects various

styles of clothing which are imimated by the young men about town,
but he is only "half-serious" (DG I, 66) about it; he wants to be
something more than just an arbiter of taste: he wants to find a
method of spiritualizing the senses in order to realize life to its
utmost.

(In prison Wilde wrote that he had "amused fhimseH] with

being a flaneur, a dandy, a man ©f fashion" (O.W., p. 233).
W_lde breaks off for a moment to explain that man has often
feared the worship of the senses, and in so doing, he slips into the
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first person plural "we," revealing his identification with the ideas pre
sented.

He corrected the "we" in DG I (67) to "they" in DG II.
Dorian feels that the instinctive passions can be made into the

"elements of a new spirituality, of which a fine instinct for beauty was
to be the dominant characteristic" (DG I, 67).

A new Hedonism will

involve any type of passionate experience, and will teach man to con
centrate on each moment of life.

Thus Wilde, through Dorian, explains

his experiments in vice as attempts to spiritualize the sensual with
the aim of fully realising the beauty of life.
Dorian is rumored to have almost joined the Catholic Church, but
his attraction to it is almost solely aesthetic.

While he loves the

ritual, vestments, incense, and pageantry, he cannot bring himself for
mally to accept the creed.

And in all of this he parallels Wilde.

Dorian begins to study other religions and philosophers until he
realizes that thought must be accompanied by experiment.

He turns to

the study of those things which enhance the senses— perfume, music,
jewels, embroideries, and he
. . . used to give curious concerts in which mad gypsies tore
wild music from little zithers, or grave yellow-shawled Tuni
sians plucked at the strained strings of monstrous lutes,
while grinning negroes beat monotonously upon copper drums,
or turbaned Indians, crouching upon scarle. mats, blew through
long pipes of reed or brass, and charmed, or feigned to charm,
great hood snakes and horrible horned adders (DG I, 69).
In this instance Wilde is describing the same scenes as he did
in "The Birthday of the Infanta," with its gypsies, and "The Young
King," with its snake charmers, establishing Dorian's kinship with the
fairy tale characters once more, but in vastly embellished prose.

This

kinship is more noticeable when we are told that "these things, and
everything he collected in his lovely house, were to be to him means
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of forgetfulness, modes by which he could escape, for a season, from the
fear that seemed to him at times to be almost too great to be borne"
(?G. I* 73).

Like the young King, and by ext

ior , his alter ego, Wilde,

he needs an "anodyne from pain," and like the young King, he satisfies
this need by collecting objets d'art.
But his greatest link with the fairy tales is his feeling for
the opera, Tannhaiiser.

For him, as for Wilde, the opera has a special

meaning; he can see "in that great work of art a presentation of the
tragedy of his own soul" (DG I, 70.

For an analysis of the working of

the Tannhauser theme in Wilde's art see Chapter VIII).
As the years pass, his portrait becomes hateful but fascinating
to him, and he cannot endure to be parted from it; he even gives up the
villa he has shared with Lord Henry to remain with this "part of his
life" (DG I, 73), a fact which suggests his relationship with Lord
Henry.

In a reversal of "The Fisherman and His Soul," he seeks to be

with his soul as it is reflected in the portrait.

But like the Fisher

man when his Soul re-joins him, the union at this time is incomplete.
They are together, but not one.
Wilde returns to autobiography as he discusses the period after
Dorian's twenty-fifth year, during which time rumors spread, and Dorian
is not permitted to join a West End Club.

On one occasion, when Dorian

enters "the smoking-room of the Carlton," two gentlemen "got up in a
marked manner and went out" (DG I, 74).

He consorts with inhabitants

of the slums, and his acquaintances shun him.
Lord Henry remains loyal.

Of all his friends, only

This last remark about Lord Henry is omitted

from DG II, possibly because Wilde could not admit that Dorian had but
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one friend.

Still, the scandalous rumors increased Dorian's charm in

the eyes of many and he did not lack invitations.
It is possible that these events were based, in part, upon
Wilde's twentv-fifth year, 1879, t'^

ir he mov

' in with artist

Frank Miles, about whom scandalous rumors were passed.
constantly underestimated his age (O.W., p. 8).

However, Wilde

If ten years are sub

tracted from Wilde's age, he would have been twenty when A Rebours was
published, the same age as Dorian when he first read the yellow book.
Wilde's thirty-fifth year— and subtracting ten,

his twenty-fifth—

was 1889, by which time it is generally conceded that he became a con
firmed pederast.

Rumors had indeed circulated about him, and he had

been denied membership in the Savile Club (see above, Chapter I, p. 11).
One evening at the Hogarth Club, as he entered the smoking-room
with some friends, "an old member got up and left in a pointed manner"
(O.W., p. 235).

Wilde was a constant visitor to the room of Alfred

Taylor who introduced him to young men who might have been "grooms or
valets," and who found themselves dining in exclusive clubs and "lis
tening to a stream of talk which must have made them wonder whether
the wine had gone to their heads" (O.W,, p. 234).

And although Wilde

was avoided by many as the rumors increased, he became an even greater
social success until his imprisonment in 1895 (O.W., p. 235).
Wilde's identification with this phase of Dorian's life is com
plete as he discourses on the hypocritical aspects of society, slipping
into the first person.
not.

"Is insincerity such a terrible thing?

I think

It is merely a method by which we can multiply our personalities"

(DC I, 74, 75).

136
To Dorian,., man is "a complex multiform creature," with "strange
legacies of thought and passion" (DG I, 75), and he likes to review his
family tree, speculating on what traits his ancestors have bequeathed
him.

In DG II, WiLlde adds to the list of ancestors Dorian's mother, who

was responsible for his own beauty as well as his passion for beauty, and
thus we have another tie with the young King, for both have beautiful
mothers who ran away with penniless young men and came to tragic ends.
But Dorian feels that literature, too, exerts a conscious influ
ence, and often it seems that history is the record of his life "not as
he had lived it in act and circumstance, but as his imagination had
created it for him* as it had been in his brain, and in his passions”
(DG I, 76).

The hero of the yellow book had felt this way, too, and

Dorian read this section of the book repeatedly.

"Dorian Gray had

been poisoned by a book" (DG I, 77).
Actually, tbe yellow book itself does not play a very large
part in Chapter IX ((Chapter XI, DG II).

Reference to it begins and

ends the chapter, amd some description of its contents included, but
the chapter is chiefly concernsJ with Dorian's development.

Although

Wilde may have wished to scandalize his reader with a poisonous book,
it is evident that hte did not believe in its poison, as a close exam
ination of the novel shows.

Wilde points out in the "Preface"

that

"there is no such thring as a moral or an immoral book" (DG II, 7),
and he reiterated hi.s stand during his trial, adding further that
neither did he believe one person could influence another (O.W., p.
137).

But this does not mean that references to the poison of

yellow book are false.

It does mean that "it is the spectator,

not life, that art really mirrors" (DG II, 7).

the
and

It is Dorian that
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the yellow book mirrors.

The book could have exerted no influence had

Dorian not had within him the seed of desire— desire to experiment, to
seek sensation, to seek knowledge and beauty.

The yellow book merely

awakened in him that which was already present.
On the eve of his thirty-second birthdsv, '*•- nber sc
Dorian meets Basil, who is about to leave for Paris.

nit.,

(This date in

Wilde's life would have been 1886, the crucial year in which he met
Robert Ross.
ing.

As Dorian's alter ego, the date was possibly too reveal

At any rate, Wilde changed the date to the ninth of November and

the birthday to Dorian's thirty-eighth.

If, on the other hand, he was

following a practice of deducting ten years from his age, the twentyeighth birthday was in 1882, and Wilde went to Paris shortly there
after, in what he may have considered the beginning of the strange
’ear to which Lord Henry refers.)

Basil asks Dorian about some men

ad women who formerly associated with him, and who are now ruined.
He continues by asking why Berwick left the room when Dorian entered,
and why some refuse to be seen in his company.
Dorian is silent in the face of these questions in DG I, but
in DG II, he defends himself, possibly indicating a need on Wilde's
part to excuse his actions, maintaining that Berwick left the room
when he entered because Dorian knew all about his life, and not vice
versa.

And he adds the comment that '"with such blood as he has in

his veins, how could his record be clean?"' (DG II, 275).

Dorian is

suggesting again that the tendency to vice is inherited, just as he
did when he reviewed his ancestor's portraits.

It is destined, then,

that Dorian, and Berwick, and Wilde commit these acts, just as it was
Lord Arthur Savile's destiny to commit murder.

Dorian continues his

138
defense by denying that he is responsible for another's actions.

"'If

Kent's silly son takes his wife from the streets, what is that to me?
If Adrian Singleton writes his friend's name across a bill, am I his
keeper?'" (DG II, 275).

Furthermore, he contends that the English are

hypocrites; those who preach morality and whisper about others lead
guilty lives themselves; and so Dorian is no worse than the others.
When Basil reflects that to truly know Dorian he would have
to see Dorian's soul, Dorian is teriixied that Basil will discover
his secret.

But when Basil adds that only God can see the soul,

Dorian laughs bitterly and tells Basil that he will see Dorian's
this same night.

Perversely proud now, he stamps his foot upon the

ground in "his boyish insolent manner," (DG I, 80), the manner of
an adolescent defying authority.

But he is in his thirties; he has

lived a life of debauchery; he is hardly adolescent— except emotion
ally.

Subconsciously still tied to Basil, he is happy that the one

who created the portrait will have to share the pain.
As Dorian brings Basil to the playroom, he tells him that he
is "'the one man in the world who is entitled to know everything'"
about him.
(DG I, 81).

He has had "'more to do with [his] life'" than he believes
It was Basil's love of beauty, projected to Dorian, which

was the beginning of Dorian's awakening, and also of his downfall.
This is but one more effort to shift the blame.

Wilde, the hedonist,

seems to be saying that Wilde, the Hellenist, must share responsibility
for his creation.
Revealing the portrait to Basil, Dorian watches him with "neither
real sorrow . . . nor real joy.
spectator" (DG I, 82).

There was simply the passion of the

As Lord Henry had suggested, he had become the
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spectator of his own life.

But when he notes Basil's horrified reaction,

he is shaken in spite of himself, and protesting that each of us has
heaven and hell in him, he breaks down and sobs.

However, when Basil

pleads with him to pray for forgiveness, he regains his composure.

The

antinomian Wilde cannot admit the efficacy of prayer.
A glance at the picture sends an "uncontrollable feeling of hat
red" (DG I, 84) through Dorian, possibly because he realizes that he has
denied any hope of salvation, and possibly because he blames Basil for
his fate— for painting "the portrait to which all his misery was due"
(DG I, 85).

He seizes a knife and stabs Basil again and again.

Once he has killed Basil, he is strangely calm.
said that sins poison the brain and that action purifies.

Lord Hen

has

Now Dorian,

like Lord Arthur Savile, has committed a crime, and yet he is at peace
with himself.

He no longer thinks of Basil; the corpse becomes nothing

more than a "thing" (D£ I, 84).
Dorian sleeps peacefully through the night and wakes up smiling.
"But youth smiles without any reason" (DG I, 86).

Wilde refers to

Dorian as young, but he is not young except in appearance (see above,
p. 137).

In some strange way Wilde himself still evidently believes

in externals, the visible world; he wrongly equates appearance with
fact.
When Dorian remembers the murder, he feels a loathing for Basil
and he egotistically thinks of all ha has suffered.

Not a thought is

given Basil except for the Lord Henryesque thought that such hideous
things as bodies "were for the darkness, not for the day" (DG I, 86).
Sending a valet with a note to Alan Campbell, scientist and former
friend, he begins to doodle on a piece of paper until he finds that

wm
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the faces he draws all look like Basil.

And reading does not help; a

poem about Venice only serves to remind him of a trip there with Basil.
His inner turmoil belies his outward calm.
Finally he begins to worry about what he will do if Campbell
does not come.

When Alan arrives, Dorian asks his help in disposing of

Basil’s body, telling him that the death was suicide.

But Alan refuses

to help and Dorian has to tell him that it was murder.

Trying to play

on Alan's syxapathy, he tells him that Basil has had more to do with
making his life what it is than Lord Henry, that Basil has caused him
terrible suffering.

From Dorian, this is the height of egocentricity;

from Wilde, it is _..e admission of his love of beauty carried to excess
had been a basic cause of his own situation.
Alan continues to refuse to help, and Dorian even begs, remind
ing Alan of their former friendship, but Alan is adamant.

Having used

every possible ploy, Dorian, with a look of pity, hands Alan a note,
and Alan capitulates.
Dorian could have used that note at once; but he did not.
tried several tactics before finally falling back on it.

He

Even then

he feels a sense of pity, in spite of the fact that Alan has treated
Dorian '"as no man has ever dared'" (DG I, 91).

It is interesting

that the one crime Dorian tries to avoid is blackmail, the one crime
to which Wilde was most vulnerable.
Six weeks later, Dorian tells Lord Henry of his decision to
reform, and as evidence of his intention, of his abandonment of Hetty
Merton and his determination to leave her unspoiled.

When Lord Henry

suggests that Dorian has, in fact, broken her heart, Dorian exclaims
that '"of course she cried and all that'" (DG I, 94), but her heart

isn't broken.

He clearly shows that he still completely lacks compassion.

Convinced that he has done a good dead, he does not want to listen to any
objection, and this attitude, in itself, demonstrates that his action has
been for himself, and not for Hetty.

His egocentrism becomes more evi

dent when Lord Henry brings up the subjects of his divorce, Campbell's
suicide, and Basil's disappearance; Dorian is only interested in talking
about Basil.

In DG II, Dorian goes so far as to ask Lord Henry what his

reaction would be if Dorian told him he had murdered Basil.

His inter

est in the murder becomes almost a compulsion to confess.
When Lord Henry asks Dorian about his portrait, Dorian tells him
that the portrait is "'like the painting of a sorrow,/ a face without a
heart!'" (DG II, 388).

He seems to have begun to realize, in DG II,

that he does lack a heart, the ability to love.

And when Lord Henry

idly asks him, "'What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world
and lose his own soul?'" (DG II, 389), he asks Lord Henry not to jest.
He knows now that the "'soul is a terrible reality'" (DG II, 390).
His soul, like the Fisherman's, is externalized, heartless, and lost.
Lord Henry discusses Dorian's life and Dorian agrees that it
has been "'exquisite'" (DG I, 97), but he still maintains that he is
going to change.

He does not, however, suggest that he would like to

alter anything about the past; he voices no regrets.

He merely tells

Lord Henry that he would turn against Dorian if he knew what Dorian
has done.
Insisting that he has already changed slightly, Dorian asks
Lord Henry to promise never to lend the poisonous yellot? book to any
one

use, still, in effect, protesting that the fault is not his, it

as
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is the book’s.

In DG II, when Wilde added Lord Henry's defense of the

poisonous book, he could easily have omitted or changed Dorian's refer
ence to it.

The fact that, he left Dorian's request intact seems to

indicate that he intended it to be taken as a rationalization on
Dorian's part.
When Dorian arrives home, he recalls his past and the joy with
which he has watched the ruin of those he has influenced, and he
agonizingly wonders if there is any hope for him.

The sadism in these

thoughts gives way to masochism in an added passage in DG II, when
Dorian feels that ic would have been better had he been punished for
each sin as it was committed.
(DG II, 399).

"There was purification in punishment"

Where Lord Henry believes that there is purification

in sin, the Dorian of DG II has made a significant progression from
the theory.

Sin no longer is the important aspect; punishment is.

Dorian feels that "'Smite us for our iniquities' should be the prayer
of man to a most just God" (DG II, 399).

This added passage

not

necessary to establish Dorian's anguish when he wonders if he can
change, because this is brought out clearly in DG_ I.

But the pas

sage does have importance because of Dorian's interpretation of
punishment as purification.

This surely reflects a chang

"'n Wilde's

attitude, an increased feeling of guilt.
In a further addition, loathing the beauty and youth that have
ruined him, Dorian throws his mirror to the floor.

Once again he

refuses to accept responsibility for his situation as he speculates
that "but for those two things, his life might have oeen free from
stain" (DG II, 399).

He cannot admit that physical beauty cannot

m
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ruin any more than a book can.

But why does not Wilde defend youth and

beauty as he did the poisonous book?
not face himself.

Possibly because he, too, could

However, the point of the passage is not that beauty

has ruined Dorian, but that Dorian is still seeking e.xcuses, and we are
reminded as well of Basil's part in the creation of Dorian.
In both versions of tne novel the egoist gains supremacy as
Dorian decides not to think of the past.

He shows no compassion,

nothing but concern for himself as he reflects that Alan Campbell did
not reveal his guilty knowledge before he shot himself, and Basil's
disappearance is no threat.

His concern centers on the portrait, "the

living death of his own soul" (DG I, 98), and he cannot forgive Basil
for painting it; the portrait has "done everything" (DG I, 98).

Mea

culpa is unknown to Dorian.
Deciding once more to be good, he wonders if his portrait has
changed as a result of his kindness to Hetty.

As usual, he is self-

rentered; his concern with Hetty is purely selfish, and his portrait
reflects his attitude.

Now it has an added "look of cunning" (DG I,

}9) , and the "curved wrinkle of the hypocrite" (DG I, 99); and the
blood stain has spread.

As Dorian gazes at the portrait, both pained

and angered, he thinks of confessing, but then he laughs at the idea
of giving himself up to be put to death.
atone, and to atone by confession.

Yet he feels the need to

And in this he foreshadows Wilde,

who unnecessarily went to trial against the advice of all his friends.
Dorian's inability to face himself is evident when he cannot
seriously entertain the idea of confessing that he has sinned against
Basil.

"The death of Basil Hallward seemed very little to him.

was thinking of Hetty Merton" (DG I, 99).

Dorian evidently feels

He
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guilty, to some extent, about the way he has treated Hetty, and yet he
can justify his actions toward her.

He can face this "sin"; he can

rationalize; he can and does accuse his portrait, "the mirror of his
soul" (DG I, 99), of being the unjust one.

But in spite of everything,

he wonders if possibly he is guilty of vanity, curiosity, and hypocrisy.
And where he merely wonders in DG I, he concedes in D(} II that he has
acted out of self interest, sc the Dorian of DG II again is a more
guilty figure than the more tortured and doubting character in DG I.
Dorian's attitude toward his treatment of Hetty possibly
reflects Wilde's own attitude toward his wife.

Wilde too feels guilty

over his treatment of her; he too can justify his actions; he too feels
the need to confess and atone, but he too cannot bring himself to think
of his actions as sinful.

Yet by the time DG II is published, Wilde

has faced some of the facts.

He has settled into his new way of life;

he can admit that his attempts at justifying his neglect of his wife
are sheer hypocrisy.
Deciding not to confess, Dorian must get rid of the last piece
of evidence against him— the portrait.

He no longer enjoys watching

it change because it seems like a conscience, forever reminding him of
his deeds.

He seizes the knife with which he killed Basil, and in the

attempt to kill the past, he stabs the canvas.
In DG II, Wilde adds that Dorian believes that by killing his
"monstrous soul-life" (DG II, 404) he can be at peace.

Like the Fisher

man, Dorian tries to get rid of his soul, the representation of his dark
desires, and like the Fisherman's attempt, his attempt ends in death.
Dorian almost never faces the facts.

Neither does he show com

passion for his victims nor remorse for his actions.

Near the end of

m
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his life he feels a sense of guilt and a need to confess, but he cannot
bring himself to face what it is he wants to confess, other than his
treatment of Hetty.

In DG II, Dorian changes to the extent that he now

needs punishment; he recognizes his hypocrisy with Hetty; and he spe
cifically refers to the portrait as a soul-life— that is, it represents
not just isolated deeds but a life-style.
represents to Wilde his homosexuality.

By projection, then, murder

He cannot confess it at this

time, just as he could not when he wrote "Lord Arthur Savile's Crime,"
"The Canterville Ghost," "The Young King," and "The Fisherman and His
Soul," all of which contain reference to murder.
that it is a crime to be condemned.

Neither can he admit

Yet he feels guilty.

His answer

is variously to condemn youthful beauty, the yellow book, representing
literature and art in general, and the artistic nature.
things, he is saying, that led me astray.

These are the

These, and my destiny— that

which was bequeathed to me by my own ancestors as well as my forebears
in literature and history.

At the same time, he can recognize his

hypocrisy in the treatment of woman, and more specifically, probably,
of his wife.
Dorian, in DG II, comes to realize that it is his own shadow
side that has created the conflict within him, a conflict which he
attempts to solve by stabbing his portrait.

But Dorian dies.

so Wilde seems to conclude that there is no way out.
no reconcilation.

And

There can be

Where the Fisherman and his Soul are reunited in

death, Dorian and his portrait remain opposites.
Wilde said that Dorian was "what I xrould like to be— in other
ages, perhaps" (Letters, p. 352).
before he expected it.

It would seem that he got his wish

He was Dorian when he wrote the novel.
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When Wilde altered his novel for publication in book form, he
added four chapters which give the reader an indication of Dorian's
experimentation with vice as well as further insights into his char
acter .
In the evening, after Campbell has disposed of Basil's body,
Dorian attends a dinner party, taking pleasure in the idea that he is
successfully hiding his double life, a pleasure with which Wilde was
more than likely familiar.

At home later that night, becoming obsessed

with the idea that Basil's murder may be discovered, he stares at a
Florentine cabinet "as though it held something that he longed for and
yet almost loathed" (DG II, 332).

Seized with a "mad craving" (DG II,

333), he takes a Cjhinese box which contains "a green paste waxy in
lustre, the odour curiously heavy and persistent" (DG II, 333), from
a hidden drawer in the cabinet.

While the substance is not identified,

it is almost assuredly a drug.

He decides against using the substance,

and dressing as a commoner, he leaves the house and takes a cab toward
the river.

The fact that he is dressed in more or less of a disguise

suggests that this trip is a clandestine one, while the fact that he

I

has the clothing at hand suggests that this is not an uncommon action.
As he rides toward the slums, he repeats Lord Henry's admoni
tion " ’to cure the soul by means of the senses, and the senses by means
of the soul'" (DG II, 335).

Although he feels he cannot atone for what

he has done, he can gain forgetfulness through the senses.

And he

blames Basil for what has happened, "What right had Basil to have
spoken to him as he had done?" (DG II, 336).
Dorian repeats Lord Henry's words until they become to him a
justification for his passions.

And Wilde editorializes, in what

14?
amounts to a confession, that these were "passions that without such jus
tification would still have dominated his temper" (DG II, 338).
Henry, then, is absolved of exerting evil influence.

Lord

Dorian's dark

desires are strong enough to overcome any obstacles, without outside
assistance.
Above all, Dorian has the "wild desire to live" (DG II, 338),
and as a result, ugliness becomes attractive to him because it repre
sents reality.

Outcasts of society become more "vivid," in their

intense actuality of impression, than all the gracious shapes of Art,
the dreamy shadows of Song" (DG II, 339.

Wilde wrote from prison

that "tired of being >n the heights, I deliberately went to the
depths in the search for new sensations.

What the paradox was to me

in the sphere of thought, perversity became to me in the sphere of
passion" [0.W. , p. 233]).

This passage constitutes a justification

for excursions into the slums, inasmuch as ugliness can present a
more vivid representation of life than Art.
When Dorian enters an opium den and sees Adrian Singleton, a
former friend, he is troubled.

Adrian reminds him of the past he

wants to forget, and for a moment he wonders if he is to blame for
Adrian's ruin.

But true to form, he decides that no one can be

blamed for another's mistakes.
himself.

And once again he feels sorry for

"The only pity was one had to pay so often for a single

fault" (DG II, 345).

Dorian has been able to find justification for

all of his actions except the murder of Basil, and even that he is
striving to put behind him.
A week later, as Dorian's houseguests, Lord Henry and the
Duchess of Monmouth, discuss love, the duchess maintains that men
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love with their eyes, if at all, and Dorian answers that '"it seems to me
that we never do anything else'" (DG II, 357).
visual.

Love to Dorian is solely

Not really understanding the nature of love, he has no knowledge

of the emotion, a fact which the duchess seems to realize when she tells
him, "'Then you never really love, Mr. Gray'" (DG II, 357).
Possibly a reason why he has never loved is that he has never
"'searched for happiness. . . .
358).

I have searched for pleasure'" (DG II,

With these statements Dorian acknowledges that there is a differ

ence, and this acknowledgement could effect a change in his character,
but he denies the opportunity to change by denying that he wants to be
happy.
Later, during a hunting party, Dorian asks his guest, Sir Geof
frey, to spare the life of a hare which has run into some underbrush,
but Sir Geoffrey fires into the thicket, accidently killing a man hid
ing there.

As a result of the accident, Dorian wishes that hunting

'"were stopped for ever. . . . The whole thing is hideous and cruel'"
(DG II, 368).
dent.

Dorian shows a rather remarkable reaction to the inci

It can be said that he is in a state of shock, but this shock

does not keep him from showing compassion for the hare and a loathing
of hunting in general.

Yet he does not go to see if he can help the

man who was shot; he does not even ask who it is; thinking of himself,
he merely sighs tha,

j

accident is a bad omen, and he fears that

something will happen to him.
This incident shows us a favorable aspect of Dorian's character,
possibly the only one in DG_ II— Dorian is kind to Mrs. Leaf in Dc I— in
that he does pity the hare and tries to keep it from harm.

But it also

restates one of his principal failings— his lack of the ability to love.
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He realizes this when he talks to Lord Henry.

"'I wish I could love. . .

But I seem to have lost the passion, and forgotten the desire.
much concentrated on myself'" (DG II, 371).

I am too

Although Dorian can admit

excessive egocentricity, he cannot act in a positive manner.

He thinks

only of escaping to his yacht, fearing something will happen to him.
When the gamekeeper tells Dorian the dead man was a sailor,
Dorian dashes to the stable and is overjoyed to find that the body is
that of James Vane.

He is safe, and his joy is indication that the

egocentric Dorian is supreme.
In these added chapters we have indication but no proof of
Dorian’s experimentation in vice.

There is what seems to be a drug

in his room but he does not take it.

He goes to an opium den, but

so far as we know, he does not use any drug.
The incident concerning James Vane balances that concerning
Sibyl.

In neither case is Dorian directly responsible for the death.

But James's death is purely accidental, and Dorian can be much more
easily absolved of blame in this instance.

Wilde cannot blacken

Dorian further.
Basically, Dorian's character is no different in DG II from
what it is in DG x.

He is still the callous egoist who is indiffer

ent to others and who refuses to accept responsibility for his actions.
However, we do learn that his passions are now strong enough to com
pletely dominate him, and that he has compassion for an animal, if not
for humans.

More important, in DG II, Dorian acknowledges his inabil

ity to love and affirms his desire to love.
An interesting addition is the relationship of Dorian with the
Duchess of Monmouth.

With the duchess, Wilde has added a third woman

in Dorian’s life.

Each of the three loves him and each in her own way,

might have helped him.

In each case, Dorian rejects his chance, very

subtly in the case of the duchess; he merely evades their discussion
of the meaning of love.

The fact that the duchess has entered the

story in a seemingly totally unnecessary addition could possibly be
nothing more than confirmation of Dorian's irresistibility, but her
presence might also reflect the wish on Wilde's part that he could
love a woman.

Dorian wants to love, but he cannot.

CHAPTER VIII

THEMES

I

Wilde was possibly the most eclectic of all those writing in his
era.

Brassed with a photographic memory, he assimilated the thoughts of

hundreds of authors, selecting those bits and pieces which had meaning
for him, and adapting them for his own use.

His friend, Richard Le

Gallienne, remarks that "Wilde loved to say over and over again beauti
ful lines and phrases that had caught his fancy, anybody's lines or
phrases, not, by any means, always his own" ("Intro.," VIII, 26).

He

continues by stating that "Wilde, with all his originality, was very—
assimilative" (VIII, 26).

But Wilde did not consider this to be pla

giarism, because "dans l'art comme dans la nature on est toujours fils
de quelqu'un" ("Lit. & Other Notes," VI, 244).

It was the duty and the

joy of the artist to consciously attempt to recreate the themes of the
past giving them fresh meanings.
To catch, by dainty mimicry, the very mood and manner of
antique work and yet to retain that touch of modern passion
without which the old form would be dull and empty; to win
from long-silent lips some faint echo of their music, and
to add to it a music of one's own; to take the mode and
fashion of a bygone age, and to experiment with it, and
search curiously for its possibilities; there is a pleasure
in all this" ("Notes on Some Modern Poets," VI, 43).
This statement is not just a rationalization on Wilde's part for
his own borrowing; it reflects a belief to which he steadfastly adhered.
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Near the end of his life, one of the few things that made him happy was
the knowledge that Max Beerbohm had been influenced by Dorian Gray in
his story, "The Happy Hypocrite."
The implied and accepted recognition of Dorian Gray in the
story cheers me. I had always been disappointed that my story
had suggested no other work of art in others. For whenever a
beautiful flower grows in a meadow or lawn, some other flower,
so like it that it is differently beautiful, is sure to grow
up beside it, all flowers and all works of art having a curious
sympathy for each other (Letters, p. 576).
The task of ascribing influences upon Dorian Gray to specific
authors is, then, next to impossible.

Wilde said at one time that "the

only writers who have influenced me are Keats, Flaubert, and Walter
Pater, and before I came across them I had already gone more than half
way to meet them."'''

He specifically mentions Pater's Renaissance as

having "had such strange influence over my life" (Letters, p. 471), and
certainly Pater's doctrine of savoring every moment is easily detected
in Dorian's and Lord Henry's philosophies.

Wilde also comments on the

role of Marius the Epicurean as spectator of life (Letters, p. 476),
and it is possible that Lord Henry's role as spectator derives from
this work.
Wilde admitted that the yellow book in Dorian Gray was partly
suggested by Huysman's A Rebours (Letters, p. 313).

In fact, parallels

can be drawn between the two works throughout the novel, not merely
with regard to the "poisonous book" that influences Dorian.

2

■'■Hesketh Pearson, ed., Essays of Oscar Wilde (London:
& Co., Ltd., 1950), pp. vii-viii.

Methuen

^For comparisons of the novels see: Lucius H. Cook, "French
Sources of Wilde's Picture of Dorian Gray," Romanic, V (March, 1928),
25-34; Walter Fischer, "The Poisv ous Book in Oskar Wilde's Dorian
Gray," Englische Studien, Vol. 51 (1917-18), 37-47; Eernhard Fehr,
"Das gelbe Buch in Oscar Wildes Dorian Gray," Englische Studien, Vol.
55 (1921), 237-256.
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Wilde admired the work of Balzac, Gautier, Baudelaire, Villiers
de L'Isle St. Adams, Stendhal, Poe, and of course, Charles Maturin,
author of Melmoth the Wanderer, one of the great Faust stories.
Critics have commented on the possible influence of these
writers and that of Gerard de Nerval, Verlaine, Rimbaud, Disraeli,
Bulwer-Lytton, Stevenson, Hawthorne, and Zola, as well as countless
more obscure writers.
Mademoiselle de Maupin, Vivian Grey, Un grande Homme de Pro
vence, Pelham, and John Inglesant have been mentioned as sources of
the characters of Dorian and Lord Henry.

Hawthorne's "William Wilson"

and "Oval Portrait," Stevenson's "Markheim," and Meinhold's Sidonia
the Sorceress are referred to as containing the original portrait
which disintegrates.

And this list is by no means comprehensive.

Rather than laboriously straining to establish a connection
with some work which may or may not have had anything to do with
Dorian Gray, it seems more profitable to turn to the themes in the
novel, some of which quite definitely owe much to the work of diverse
authors, while others seem to be the unique reflection of Wilde's own
personality.

II
After the publication of Dorian Gray in Lippincott's Monthly
Magazine, Wilde wrote the editor of the Daily Chronicle:
When I first conceived the idea of a young man selling his
soul in exchange for eternal youth— an idea that is old in the
history cf literature, but to which I have given new form— I
felt that, from an aesthetic point of view, it would be diffi
cult to keep the moral in its proper secondary place; and even
now I do not feel quite sure that I have been able to do so
(Letters, p. 263).
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The "idea that is old in the history of literature" is, of course, the
Faust legend.
Goethe was one

Wilde's favori

2

writers, as was Christopher

Marlowe, both of their works being included in the short list of books
Wilde most wanted sent- to him in prison.

Wilde writes that he is "cer

tain that he [Goethe] would have been delighted" (Letters, p. 269) by
Dorian Gray, and he refers to Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus in "The Portrait of
Mr. W.H."

However, it is doubtful that the word "influence" should be

used in comparing their Fausts with Dorian, for the Faust legend is
pervasive, especially in the nineteenth century.
Wilde's version could be called a combination of both Goethe
and Marlowe, with a dash of Charles Maturin.

Dorian does, in effect,

sell his soul to the devil for knowledge and youth; his affair wi:h
Sibyl ends in her death, and she can be compared to Goethe's Gre.chen.
There is no Helen of Troy figure, but there is the possibility of an
affair with the Duchess of Monmouth.

Faust has twenty-four years'

grace; Dorian has but twelve or eighteen, depending upon which ver
sion of the novel you read.

And like Marlowe's Faust, Dorian is

damned.
Lord Henry was immediately recognized as Mephistopheles by the
reviewers of Dorian Gray (See Letters , p. 265, fn 2).
figure he is not unique.

As a satanic

"During the end of the nineteenth century,

several writers were advocates of the Devil and tried to show he was
O
not as black as he had been painted."

This devil was not the

^Maximilian Rudwin, The Devil in Legend and Literature (Chicago
The Open Court Publishing; Co., 1931), p. 15. Chapter VI on Lord Henry
treats of Wilde's attempts to relieve Lord Henry of the blame for
Dorian's dissolution.
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medieval satanic figure with horns and tail, but a well-bred cultivated
man of the world.
In appearing among us, he generally borrows a tall, handsome
figure, surmounted by delicate features, dresses well, is
fastidious about his rings and linen, travels post and stops
at the best hotels. . . . His brilliant powers of conversation,
his adroit flattery, courteous gallantry, and elegant, though
wayward flights of imagination soon render him the delight of
the company in every Salon (Rudwin, p. 52).
It is as easy to recognize this figure as Lord Henry as it is
impossible to determine from whom Wilde got the idea.

Certainly one

pos, ibility is Charles Maturin, Wilde's mother's uncle, and author of
Meltoth the Wanderer, one of the most famous Gothic novels of the
nine :eenth century.

Maturin's novel combines the Faust and the

Wand ring Jew legends, both of which had personal meaning for Wilde.
He a /Knowledge! his interest in, as well as possibly his debt to
Matu in by taking the protagonist's name, Melmoth, as his pseudony
mous surname after he was released from prison.
Maturin combines elements of both Faust and Mephistopheles in
Melm th.

Melmoth wishes for lasting youth, gathers experiences, and

attr lets young people to him who are often ruined as a result.

He

ages suddenly, and he has a portrait which is slashed to pieces near
the end of the novel.

And in these respects we can draw parallels

wit t Dorian.
However, like Mephistopheles, Melmoth is handsome, with dark
cc npelling eyes— the same eyes as the devil figure has in "The Fisherm in and His Soul,"— and a strange and dangerous charm which draws men
;

nd women alike to destruction.

Forced to roam the world seeking

someone to change places with him, he finally must admit that he has
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"'traversed the world in the search, and no one, to gain that world would
lose his own soul!'"^

His likeness to Lord Henry is evident and his

influence is marked when Lord Henry asks Dorian, "'What does it profit
a man if he gain the whole world and lose— how does the quotation run?—
lose his own soul!'" (DG II, 389).

The implication is not only that

Dorian, like Melmoth, is damned, but that Lord Henry, like the Mephistophelian aspect of Melmoth, the "arch-deceiver" (Maturin, II, 194),
knows it.
Lord Henry's identity as Mephistopheles is not solely dependent
upon association with Melmoth.

As has been mentioned before, his nick

name, Harry, gives us an obvious hint as to his status as "the old
Harry," long a name applied to the devil.

But there are also other

indications of his demonic power.
When Dorian wants to win Sibyl's love, he asks Lord Henry to
help him:

"'You, who know all the secrets of life, tell me how to

charm Sibyl Vane to love me!"' (DG I, 28).

Included in Lord Henry's

knowledge is his realization of the hold he has on Dorian.

"'All

through your life you will tell me everything you do'" (DG I, 27).
At the end of DG II, Lord Henry suggests that he meet Dorian for
lunch the next day but Dorian demurs.
"Must I really come, Harry?"
"Certainly. The Park is quite lovely now. I don't think
there have been such lilacs since the year I met you."
"Very well. I shall be here at eleven," said Dorian.
"Good-night, Harry." As he reached the door he hesitated for
a moment, as if he had something more to say. Then he sighed
and went out (DG II, 396).
The Lord Harry has exerted his influence and Dorian obeys.

“'Charles Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer, 4 vols.
Bentley & Son, 1892), III, 327.

(London:

Richard
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The Faustian theme is perhaps the most obvious, and at the same
time the most superficial in the novel.

It carries the moral that Wilde

declared was so clear— that "all excess, as well as renunciation, brings
its punishment" (Letters, p. 263).
Dorian’s degradation and damnation result, not from what he does
so much as from what he becomes.

Wilde carefully establishes the fact

that Dorian is not directly responsible for any of the events in the
story except Basil's death.

His learning and experimentation are not

meant to result in the acquisition of power or love, as they were for
many Fausts.
vidual.

They are meant only to aid him in his growth as an indi

Nevertheless, excess ruins the inner life of the soul, and the

portrait reflects the dissolution.

Ill
In prison, Wilde wrote that his pain and sorrow were "fore
shadowed and prefigured in my art. . . .

A great deal of it is hidden

away in the note of Doom that like a purple thread runs through the
gold cloth of Dorian Gray" (Letters, p. 475).
The threat of doom is hinted at in the very beginning of the
novel as Wilde describes a June day with "the sullen murmur of the
bees," the oppressive stillness, and the distant city noises which
are "like the bourdon note of a distant organ" (DG I, 7), these
aspects of the day seeming to constitute a warning.

And the threat

is repeated when Basil looks with pleasure at the portrait of Dorian.
He suddenly starts, closes his eyes and places his fingers on the
lids "as though he sought to imprison within his brain some curious
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dream from which he feared he might awake” (DG I, 4), the implication
being that he has had a vision of what is to come.
But doom is first stated when Basil says that he is glad he
does not resemble Dorian.
There is a fatality about all physical and intellectual dis
tinction. . . . Your rank and wealth, Harry; my brains, such
as they are,— my fame, whatever it may be worth; Dorian Gray's
good looks,— we will all suffer for what the gods have given
us, suffer terribly (DG I, 5).
He has felt this presentiment earlier; when he first saw Dorian,
"'a curious instinct of terror'" (DG I, 6), came over him, and he had a
'"strange feeling that Fate had in store for me exquisite joys and
exquisite sorrows'" (DG I, 7).

Yet both he and Dorian had felt that

they were destined to know each other.
Dorian, toe, feels a sense of doom.

Wondering if he will always

be glad that he met Lord Henry, he exclaims when he sees his finished
portrait that "'it will mock me some day,— mock me horribly!'" (DG I,
19).

And when Basil tries to destroy the portrait, Dorian foreshadows

the future when he cries that '"it would be murder!"' (DG I, 20).
When Dorian meets Sibyl, he has a feeling of disaster, remark
ing later that it was curious that he had not wanted to meet her at
first

( D G _

I, 27).

Not only is his sense of doom related to the por

trait, Lord Henry, and Sibyl, but to Basil.

After Basil confesses his

love for Dorian, both sexual and artistic, Dorian feels that "there was
something tragic in a friendship so colored by romance" (DG I, 58).
And just before Dorian hides his portrait in the playroom, he decides
that it is too late for him to be saved; he believes that the future
is inevitable.

"There were passions in him that would find their ter

rible outlet" (DG I, 60).
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The sense of doom continues in additions made for inclusion in
DG II.

Lord Henry expounds his theory of individualism and the neces

sity of living one's own life, regardless of morality, but Basil fears
that "'one pays a terrible price . . .

in remorse, in suffering, in

. . . well, in the consciousness of degradation'" (DG II, 144, 145).
Lord Henry flippantly replies that '"no civilized man ever regrets a
pleasure,'" but Wilde later realized the truth of Basil's remarks.
While Dorian feels no sense of doom x^hen he shrugs off any
blame for Adrian Singleton's ruin, and hurries to another opium den,
Wilde himself does.
There are moments, psychologists tell us, when the passion for
sin, or for what the world calls sin, so dominates a nature,
that every fibre of the body, as every cell of the brain, seems
to be instinct with fearful impulses. Men and women at such
moments lose the freedom of their will. They move to their
terrible end as automatons move. Choice is taken from them,
and conscience is either killed, or, if it lives at all, lives
but to give rebellion its fascination, and disobedience its
charm (DG II, 345).
Wilde's explanation for Dorian's action could be applied in
retrospect to his own life.

He was the one who became fascinated

with his own sins; x^ho seemed to lose the ability to choose when
his friends advised him to flee from his trial; and who moved to
his end like an automaton.

This editorializing on Dorian's actions

seems to be a rationalization on Wilde's part.

Dorian is destined;

he is doomed; and furthermore, Wilde tells us, he is not alone in
his actions.

Like others, he is so dominated by passion that free

dom of will is lost.
As alter ego of both Basil and Dorian, Wilde is saying that
he, as the artist, is destined to have a life of sorrow, just as it
is fated that he meet his Dorians.

.. ......... ... ......

But he senses that he will suffer

..r.:.,..:..:
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as a result of the life he leads.

He also realizes that the passions

within himself are so strong that he cannot control them; they must
have an outlet, even though he may have to suffer remorse and degrada
tion.

Like Dorian (see Ch. VII, p. 142), he cannot be cleansed until

he confesses.

The need to confess plagued Wilde until he stood trial,

was punished, and eventually went to the seaside for purification.
The sea, as Euripedes says in one of his plays about Iphigenia,
washes away the stains and wounds of the world (Letters, p. 508).
We have forgotten that Water can cleanse, and Fire purify, and
that the Earth is mother to us all. As a consequence our Art
is of the Moon and plays with shadows, while Greek art is of
the Sun and deals directly with things. I feel sure that in
elemental forces there is purification and I want to go back
to them and live in their presence (Letters, p. 509).
Although Dorian feels no apprehension about Adrian Singleton,
he does fear the future when James Vane is accidentally killed.

Super

stitious, like Wilde, he believes that the death is a bad omen.

" ’I

feel as if something horrible were going to happen to some of us.
myself, perhaps'" (D(3 II, 368, 369).

To

And in this statement he is

speaking as well for Wilde, whose "feeling of approaching disaster
had haunted him all his life."'*

IV
It is obvious from his writings that as Wilde's involvement
with homosexuality increased, so also did his sense of guilt.

But at

the same time, there was a need to justify his actions, and this need
could be satisfied, at least in part, by establishing that women are
not attractive.

We can see his gradual change as woman becomes

^Robert Harborough Sherard, Oscar Wilde, The Story of an Unhappy
Friendship (London: The Hermes Press, 1902), p. 243.
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successively more cruel, reaching possibly an apogee in Salome, or merely
dull and uninteresting (see Ch. I, p. 5).

And we know that the only

woman who seemed appealing to Wilde was the sphinx-like woman, one who
combined secretiveness with evil (see Ch. IV., p. 68).
In The Picture of Dorian Gray, we have many examples of the dull,
uninteresting female and one who is a sphinx— the Duchess off Monmouth.
But in his novel Wilde is not content merely to denigrate specific women;
he attacks them as a sex.

It is not enough to say that the*y are not

worthy of being loved; he attacks the whole institution of nnarriage as
well, and in so doing, he also offers an apologia for infidelity.
Lord Henry conducts the assault.

"'The one charm oif marriage

is that it makes a life of deception necessary for both panties'" (DG
I, 5).

Women are at fault because "'they spoil every romance by try

ing to make it last forever'" (DG I, 18).

And society is Likewise

wrong for insisting that one be faithful because fidelity ""is purely
a question for physiology"' (DG I, 21).
Lord Henry goes still further when he advises Dorian never to
marry.

"'Men marry because they are tired; women, because they are

curious; both are disappointed'" (DG I, 24).

He goes on to describe

women in general, who are of only two kinds:

the plain who are use

ful to give an air cf respectability to a man, and the charming, who
paint themselves in order to look young.

Neither can carry on a con

versation, and conversational ability was an important attribute so
far as Lord Henry (and Wilde) was concerned.
Lord Henry suggests to Dorian that Sibyl will only Ibe the first
of many loves because Dorian's is a complicated and deep personality.
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People who only love once in their lives are really shallow
people. What they call their loyalty, and their fidelity, I
call either the lethargy of custom or the lack of imagination.
Faithfulness is to the emotional life what consistency is to
the intellectual life.— simply a confession of failure (DG, I.
25).
When he informs Basil of Dorian's engagement to Sibyl, he asserts
the obvious.

"'I am not a champion of marriage'" (DG I, 33).

an individual unselfish and therefore colorless.

Some, however, can

'"retain their egotism and add to it many other egos.
to have more than one life'" (DG I, 33).

It makes

They are forced

When Basil objects to these

views, Lord Henry adds that another affair would not mar Dorian's life,
because "'no life is spoiled but one whose growth is arrested'" (DG I,
33).

It seems that Wilde, a married man, cannot admit that he is color

less, and so he is forced into a confessional statement that also
defends the proposition that some are forced into leading a double life.
Commenting on the fact that Dorian did not propose to Sibyl,
Lord Henry says that "'women are wonderfully practical.

...

In situa

tions of that kind we often forget to say anything about marriage, and
they always remind us'" (DG I, 34).

His theory is that women always

propose to men, in the upper classes at least, and he confirms this
view in DG II when he converses with the other guests at Lady Agatha's
luncheon about the possibility of a young nobleman's marrying an Ameri
can.

"'I believe she has made up her mind to propose to him, Duchess'"

(DG II, 73).
When Dorian has left Sibyl, he begins to echo Lord Henry as he
reflects that although he has hurt her, she has wounded him, and women
can better withstand sorrow inasmuch as they think only of their emo
tions.

Furthermore, "when they took lovers, it was merely to have some

one with whom they could have scenes" (DG I, 42).

wmWr
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Dorian tells Lord Henry that Sibyl might have saved him, but Lord
Henry scoffingly replies that the only way a woman can reform a man is
'"by boring him so completely that he loses all possible interest in
life'" (DG I, 47).

Then, when a man becomes indifferent to the woman,

she either becomes a dowdy frump or a mistress.

If she is the second

type, she can find any number of consolations in life, and the most
important is "'taking someone else's admirer when one loses one's
own'" (DG I, 49).
It seems that to Lord Henry the dowdy are uninteresting and the
charming are prostitute figures.

The argument, then, is that women are

either uninteresting or immoral, tricking men into marriage and taking
lovers.

Marriage itself is a boring affair which robs a man of his

identity unless he is strong enough to escape by leading a secret life.
Thus, deception becomes necessary.

This is good, because fidelity,

after all, is merely a matter of physiology, signifying a lack of
imagination and preventing self-realization.

Infidelity, on the other

hand, is necessary to preserve individualism.
While this is not a favorable view of marriage, Wilde's atti
tude had changed for the worse when he published DG II.

Not only did

he add several new observations on women and marriage, but he altered
existing passages.

And in each case the addition or change is acidulous.

Wilde broadens the statement that "'fidelity is merely a ques
tion for physiology,'" in D£ II, to excuse unfaithfulness "'even [for
those] in love'" (DG II, 59).

And while "'faithfulness is to the emo

tional life what consistency is to the intellectual life,— simply a
confession of failure,'" this is not strong enough for Wilde as he
later adds a statement which impugns woman's motives for both marriage
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and fidelity.

"'Faithfulness!

for property is in it.

I must analyze it someday.

The passion

There are many things that we could throw away

if we were not afraid that others might pick them up'" (DG II, 93).
Wilde goes on, in DG II, to maintain that marriage between
Dorian and Sibyl would be foolish because '"there are other and more
interesting bonds between men and women'" (DG II, 138).

Wilde not

only denigrates marriage, but is bold enough to suggest illicit
alternatives.
After Dorian has told Lord Henry that Sibyl makes him want to
be faithful and good, there is an added passage in DG II in which he
states that '"women give to men the very gold of their lives'" (DG II,
146), but his remark is negated by Lord Henry's reply.

"'Possibly,

but they invariably want it back in such very small change.
the worry.

That is

Women, as some witty Frenchman once put it, inspire us

with the desire to do masterpieces, and always prevent us from carry
ing them out'" (DG II, 146).
Wilde's increased bitterness is perhaps most clear at the end
of the novel.

When Lord Henry refers to his wife's having left him,

he confesses that he was fond of her, and that the house is lonely
without her.

But in DG II, his rather poignant confession is miti

gated by the sardonic comment that "'married life is merely a habit'"
(DG II, 384).
In the added chapters in DC* II, Lord Henry becomes decidedly
bitter.

He airs his views on marriage at Lady Narborough's dinner.

"'When a woman marries again it is because she detested her first
husband.

When a man marries again, it is because he adored his

first wife'" (DG II, 325); thus marriage becomes a woman's revenge.

as
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"'Women love us for our defects.

If we have enough of them they will

forgive us everything, even our intellects'" !(DG II, 325); thus women
are not intelligent.
When Lady Narborough declares that Dorian should be married,
Lord Henry exclaims, "'What nonsense people talk about happy marriages!
A man can be happy with any woman, as long as, he does not love her'"
(DG II, 327).

And finally, in a private conversation with Dorian, he

even denigrates the Duchess of Monmouth, who* he says, is too clever.
Dorian, too, becomes further disenchanted with women, telling Adrian
Singleton that he is "'sick of women who love one.

Women who hate

one are much more interesting'" (DG II, 342).
Later, at Dorian's houseparty, Lord Henry, in his banter with
the Duchess of Monmouth, defends man's right to have a series of
affairs.

"'Romance lives by repetition, and repetition converts an

appetite into an art. . . . We can have in Life but one great experi
ence at best, and the secret of life is to reproduce that experience
as often as possible'" (DG II, 357).

It is therefore expected that

man would have to reproduce his experience with many women inasmuch
as they are generally so dull that they are incapable of holding a
man for more than a short period.
In early 1890, Wilde wrote that "Lord Henry Wotton's views on
marriage are quite monstrous, and I highly disapprove of them" (Let
ters , p. 264).

After the public protests about the immorality of the

novel, it is to be expected that he would try to defend himself; how
ever, considering the fact that he changed so many of the original
comments on marriage for the worse, and addled so many scathing new
ones, this statement is difficult to believe.
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V
It is not surprising to find that one who was attracted to the
fairy tale should also be attracted to the myth.

All myths lie close

to the psyche of the people, but the Tannhaiiser myth had special sig
nificance for Wilde and he referred to it throughout his life.

It is

one of the most telling of his themes, and as such, an integral part
of Dorian Gray.
This story of a man who struggles with his inward desires, who
goes to live with an enchantress in an earthly paradise on, or in, a
mountain, exists and has existed with countless variations for cen
turies .
According to medieval legends, a Sibyl ruled over this earthly
paradise, and a German, who had joined her, repented of his decision;
went to Rome to confess to the Pope; was refused absolution; and
returned to live with the Sibyl forever.

(One of the first recorded

versions, this is the account of Andrea u . Barbarino in 1391, Newman,
p. 65.)
This ancient story was transferred to Germany; the German was
identified as Tannhaiiser, who was actually an historical figure; the
Sibyl became Venus; and the Horselberg, fabled abode of the devil,
eventually became the Venusberg (Newman, pp. 62-65).
"The Tannhauserlied," a poem of the fifteenth or sixteenth cen
tury adds to the legend the sprouting of the Pope's staff as a sign of
Divine Grace, although it came too late— Tannhaiiser was back on the
mountain with Venus.

This addition may have been inspired by the
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budolng of Aaron's rod in Numbers 17: 5-8.

In any event, for generations

fL

it he 3 been symbolic of forgiveness.
It Johann Ludwig Tieck's version of 1799, "The Faithful Eckhart
and tht TannhaUser," there is no blossoming staff of the Pope.

A char

acter n '.med Friedrich is driven to the Venusberg by TannhaUser *s kiss;
and Tanr. causer murders two girls, one at the beginning and one near the
end of tl a story.

(Note that Dorian ruins Sibyl at the beginning of

the novel and possibly ruins Hetty at the end of the story.)
Tie story changed further in 1845, when Richard Wagner added to
his opera, TannhaUser, an Elizabeth whose saintliness saves the dying
TannhaUser from the clutches of Venus.
William Morris's version, "The Hill of Venus," was published in
Volume IV

c

:

The Earthly Paradise, in 1870, but he had been working on

the poem in the early sixties.

The Venus presented in his early drafts

seems to re resent a world far superior to the Christian world, a world
of bliss.

he is a goddess to be desired, a goddess of kindness, who,

by inferred comparison, is better able to confer happiness than the
Christian Gid.

In the published version, the TannhaUser figure, Walter,

cannot be s. id to have been lured by Venus as much as he deliberately
chooses her in lieu of an unhappy existence in a bitter world which
offers nothing but death.

His fear of final judgment overcomes his

desire for /enus, and Walter leaves the Venusberg, trading his gemencrusted :airy clothes for a peasant cloak and purse.
pleads wit

i

When the Pope

him to confess, he sees a vision of Venus, and unable to

forswear loving her, decides to return.

Even so, the Pope sees his

C.
DJewman, p. 57. It is interesting to note that according to
Freud, tl e blossoming branch is symbolic of sexual innocence or the
contrary
Although this is singularly appropriate, it is doubtful
that Wilie knew it. Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Com
plete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. by James Strachey
(London
The Hogarth Press, Ltd., 1953), IV, 319.
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staff blossom, indication that Walter's choice of the pagan is approved
by God.
Swinburne's Venus, in "Laus Veneris," is a cruel, sadistic
enchantress from whom the knight escapes, only to find that the Pope
will not grant his absolution.

Returning to Venus, his exultation is

far more fierce and his passion far more carnal than that of Morris's
Walter.

The staff does not blossom for him.

Swinburne refers briefly

to Venus again in "Ave Atque Vale," a lament for Baudelaire, once more
denying the efficacy of the blossoming staff.

His Tannhaiiser figure

is seduced by a cruel Venus against whom he is powerless.

Not even

God can, or will, help him.
Wilde's interest in Tannhaiiser may have stemmed from any one
or all of these sources.

Very likely it was abetted by the work of

Morris and Swinburne, for Wilde had loved Morris's work since boy
hood and was probably even more fond of the work of Swinburne, writ
ing to him, quoting him, collecting his work, and in discussing the
successor to Tennyson as Poet Laureate, going so far as to say:
Swinburne is already Poet Laureate of England. . . .

"Mr.

He whom all

poets love is the Poet Laureate always'" (Letters, p. 463, fn 1).
However, his knowledge of these poets' works cannot be solely respon
sible for his continuing interest in the theme.

It is far more likely

that his ever-recurring references to Tannhaiiser stem from within the
man himself, for Wilde, like Tannhaiiser, was a man torn between two
poles.

In fact, he was a Tannhaiiser.

He, too, was ensnared by love,

becoming increasingly involved with homosexuality.
pilgrimage to Rome.

He, too, made a

In fact, he went there several times, first

mentioning the trip as a "pilgrimage" in 1876.

As late as April of

1900, just months before his death, he "got the blessing of the Holy
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Father. . . .

my walking-stick showed signs of budding" (Letters, p. 821).

And finally, he, too, left Rome, unreclaimed.
The blossoming staff is perhaps first mentioned in "Humanitad,"
one of the poems published in the 1881 edition of Wilde's poetry, when
he denies the need of the "hyssop-laden rod" (VIII, 243) for mankind.
And the Venus of the hill can be found in the same volume, in "The
New Helen."
Nay, thou wert hidden in that hollow hill
With one who is forgotten utterly,
That discrowned Queen men call the Erycine;
(VIII, 99.)
While these poems refer to the Tannhaiiser myth, the myth assumes
the status of a theme in "The Canterville Ghost" (1887), as the ghost,
a murderer, cannot find eternal rest until a prophecy is fulfilled.
When a golden girl can win
Prayer from out the lips of sin,
When the barren almond bears,
And a little child gives away its tears,
Then shall all the house be still
And peace come to Canterville.
(IX, 133.)
Virginia, a little American girl, fulfills the prophecy, and the "old
withered almond tree" in the garden blossoms.

The ghost is forgiven,

and within a Christian context— through prayer.
In Wilde's fairy tale, "The Selfish Giant" (1888), the hateful
giant, who has excluded children from his garden, relents, and when he
dies, a tree in the farthest corner of the garden blossoms even though
it is the middle of winter.
By Christmas of 1888, when "The Young King" was published,
Wilde's feelings of guilt are more evident in his treatment of the
theme.

The young King is enamored not of Venus, but of beauty.

As
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a result of three dreams, he is made aware of the suffering of mankind,
and upon awakening, dresses himself in shepherd's clothing, as did
Morris's Walter, and proceeds to the cathedral for his coronation.
The Bishop, who is completely lacking in compassion, is parallel
in characterization with the Pope in most Tannhaiiser legends.

In trying

to persuade the young King to change his apparel and in stressing the
importance of clothing, he places undue emphasis on appearance, on false
values.

The young King rejects the Bishop and kneels before the image

of Christ, as nobles run in to slay the boy "'who brings shame upon our
State'" (VII, 27).

It would be foolish to suppose that nobles would

slay a boy king merely because he wears a peasant's garb.

This surely

is only an excuse, and the answer can only lie in Wilde himself with
his own guilty knowledge that his actions could bring shame and that
his peers would surely attack him if they knew about his liaisons.
The young King prays and "the dead Staff blossomed, and bare
lilies that were whiter than pearls.

The dry thorn blossomed, and

bare roses that were redder than rubies" (VII, 27).

His actions are

not shameful, they are blessed.
It should be noted that so far as we know, the young King did
not commit any misdeeds.
part cf his hero.

At least Wilde did not admit to any on the

The young King loved beauty, but surely this is

not reprehensible unless that love is somehow perverted.
Wilde does not say so because he cannot.

If it is,

He cannot admit any wrong

doing or any shame, yet he feels the need for vindication.

The

blossoming branch, then, becomes his justification, at least in part,
for the "love that dare not speak its name" (Hart-Davis, in Letter?.,
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p. 441, fn 3, quotes this line from Lord Alfred Douglas's poem, "Two
Loves").
In the years 1890 and 1891, Wilde's feeling of guilt, which
grew in intensity, is mirrored in "The Fisherman and His Soul," Dorian
Gray, and "The Critic as Artist."
In "The Fisherman and His Soul," and Dorian Gray, we do find
Venus figures, but they are not at all similar to the lovely enchant
ress who lures men with sexual delights.
of Venus would have no appeal.

For a homosexual, this type

Wilde's Venus, rather, tends to be one

who is rejected, is asexual, or is merely representative of the enchant
ment of vice.
While "The Fisherman and His Soul" is the story of a man's con
flict between his baser self and the self which desires a life of
beauty, a fulfilling life, it is also, in a way, the story of two
Venuses.

The Fisherman falls in love with a Mermaid who anchants him

with songs of the pagan sea, and a parallel may be drawn between the
Mermaid and the Cytherean Venus; however, the Mermaid seems cool and
chaste, not sensual, probably because Wilde could not describe even a
Venus in sensuous terms.
The Fisherman goes to meet a Witch on a mountain in order to
find out how to separate his Soul from his body so that he can join
the Mermaid in the sea.

We can recognize in the Witch the sorceress

of medieval legend, while the mountain resembles the. Horselberg, the
mountain which evolved in legend into the Venusberg, for the Devil
comes there and witches make pilgrimages to worship him.

A prosti

tute figure, the Witch represents lust and evil, but the Fisherman
rejects her advances.

He and his alter ego, Wilde, cannot be tempted
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by this kind of love.

That the Witch and the Mermaid are indeed opposite

versions of Venus is possibly indicated by the Witch's comment about the
Mermaid after she has failed to entice the Fisherman.
been mine.

"'He should have

I am as fair as she is'" (VII, 84).

As the Fisherman, who has achieved separation from his Soul,
lives with his Mermaid in the sea, his Soul becomes progressively more
corrupt, eventually luring the Fisherman from the sea.
left, the Fisherman cannot return.

Once he has

The Mermaid dies, and the Fisher

man, whose heart breaks, is reunited with his subdued Soul and dies.
At the end of the story we have another variation of the
Tannhatlser theme.

The priest, like the legendary Pope, refuses to

bless the bodies of the Fisherman and the Mermaid.

Three years

later, instead of the legendary three days, white blossoms flower
on the graves of the two.
The Fisherman has a base aspect to his personality which gives
in to the blandishments of the world, but it should be noted that he
does not give in to the enticement of the Witch.
heterosexual love, she has no charm for him.

A representative of

His love for the Mermaid

is great enough to eventually subdue his baseness and he, like the
1
Tannhaiisers of legend, is blessed.
While it could be said that the Mermaid represents a hetero
sexual relationship which Wilde desired but never could achieve, it
seems more likely that she represents a pagan love and life which
could be construed to include homosexual love.

In this event, the

story is clearly a statement that Wilde’s homosexuality per se is
justified, even though some of his adventures with the boys of
London may have been sordid.
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Both Lord Henry and Dorian Gray are ego projections of Wilde,
representing different aspects of his character.

As such, Lord Henry

opposes the Venus figure, luring Dorian to a life of sensual and pos
sibly homosexual pleasure.

This can be seen in statements Dorian

makes such as:
You filled me with a wild desire to know everything about
life. For days after I met you, something seemed to throb in
my veins. As 1 lounged in the Park, or strolled down Picadilly,
I used to look at everyone who passed me, and wonder, with a mad
curiosity, what sort of lives they led. Some of them fascinated
me. Others filled me with terror. There was an exquisite
poison in the air. I had a passion for sensations (DG I, 24).
But Sibyl represents the true Venus figure, although Dorian
recognizes their like ability to attract when he says to Lord Henry,
'''Your voice and the voice of Sibyl Vane are two things that I shall
never forget.

When I close my eyes, I hear them, and each of them

says something different.

I don't know which to follow'" (DG I, 26).

Dorian, who thinks of Sibyl as "sacred" and "entirely divine,"
comments on the roles Sibyl has played— Juliet, Rosalind, Imogen,
Ophelia, Desdemona— all beautiful women, fit daughters of Venus.

And

in this respect, Wilde is following in the tradition of Morris and
Swinburne, both of whom refer in their Tannhaiiser poems to famous
historical and literary Venus figures such as Helen of Troy.

But

although Sibyl is a divine being, this Venus is not for Dorian.
As Dorian's life becomes more and more dissolute, Wilde makes
a positive identification with Tannhaiiser when Dorian listens to
Wagner's opera, "seeing in the prelude to that great work of art a
presentation of the tragedy of his own soul" (DG I, 70), definitely
a despairing note.

There is no blossoming staff for Dorian, a pos

sible indication that although Wilde was still identifying with
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Tannhaiiser, he had either given up hope of forgiveness, or, like Swin
burne's Tannhailser, he was so enamored of his life that he did not care.
Wilde makes the same identification between himself and Tann
haiiser in "The Critic as Artist" (1890), and in so doing, also admits
to the desires that were growing stronger within him.
Sometimes, when I listen to the overture of Tannhaiiser, I seem
indeed to see that comely knight treading delicately on the
flower-strewn grass and to hear the voice of Venus calling to
him from the caverned hill. But at other times, it speaks to
me of a thousand different things, of myself, it may be and my
own life, or of the lives of those whom one has loved and
grown weary of loving, or of the passions that man has known,
or of the passions that man has not known, and so has sought
for. Tonight it may fill one with the EPflZ TQN A ATNATfiN
that Amour de 1'Impossible, which falls like a madness on many
who think they live securely and out of reach of harm, so that
they sicken suddenly with the poison of unlimited desire, and,
in the infinite pursuit of what they may not obtain, grow faint
and swoon or stumble. Tomorrow, like the music of which
Aristotle and Plato tell us, the noble Dorian music of the
Greek, it may perform the office of a physician, and give us
an anodyne against pain, and heal the spirit that is wounded,
and "bring the soul into harmony with all right things" (I,
159, 160).
For Wilde in "The Critic as Artist," Tannhaiiser not only speaks
of his life, but seems to carry hope, the hope of bringing "'the soul into
harmony with all right things.'"

This can be construed to mean that the

doubt which plagued him heretofore was quieting.

He was coming to believe

that his choice was the right choice; his way of life, the right way.
There was no need of blossoms.
While Wilde's use of the Tannhaiiser myth as a theme can be said
to have begun at roughly the same time as did his sexual adventures, it
seems to stop for some years after the publication of Dorian Gray in
Lippincott's Monthly Magazine and "The Critic as Artist."

Inasmuch as

these works were published before he met Lord Alfred Douglas in 1891, it

175
seems that he had at least partially resolved his conflict by the time of
this meeting, or more probably, put it behind him.
In 1897, when Wilde was in prison, he once again referred to
Tannhaiiser.

At this time, Lis fascination with Christ as an individual

ist and precursor of the romantic movement in art preoccupied him and he
credited Christ as being the inspiration for the legend (Letters, p. 48" .
He does not explain his statement very satisfactorily, and we can only
note in passing that the element of conflict in the story does not seem
to enthrall him as it once did, possibly because he was expiating his
own sin.
After he left prison in 1897, Wilde, who was in France at the
time, refers in a letter to the possibility of his friends visiting

It is so close to England, that from time to time my friends
may make a "pilgrimage to the sinner"— the best form of pil
grimage perhaps, for kind hearts— and though no miracles may
be accorded to them, yet they will be able to work miracles
themselves, for to help any human being, even to be able to
do so, is a miracle compared to which the blooming of the dry
staff of the Pope when Tannhaiiser knelt before him is, in my
eyes, nothing (Letters, p. 596).
While his reference to himself as a sinner could be jest, it is
noteworthy that his reference to Tannhaiiser is once more in Christian
context and the blossoming staff of forgiveness is once more in evidence.
This staff appears again in "The Ballad of Reading Gaol" (1898).
Three years after the hanged prisoner has been buried, a red rose and a
white rose bloom over his grave.
For whom can say by what strange way,
Christ brings His will to light,
Since the barren staff the pilgrim bore
Bloomed in the great Pope's sight?
(VIII, 274)
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The prisoner is forgiven, and it can be assumed that Wilde once
more believed that he, too, would be vindicated.
Wilde's final mention of Tannhatiser is in a letter written about
eight months before he died.

He had become a practicing homosexual

again and was in Rome with friends.

After seeing the Pope on Easter

Sunday and receiving his blessing, Wilde wrote:
I was deeply impressed, and my walking-stick showed signs
of budding; would have budded indeed, only at the door of the
chapel it was taken from me by the Knave of Spades. This
strange prohibition is, of course, in honour of Tannhatiser
(Letters, 821).
And so, with this mocking comment, Wilde almost lived out the
legend.

Like Tannhatiser, he elected for his Venus.

he escaped for a time.

Like Tannhatiser,

Like Tannhatiser, he returned to his old passion.

His flippant comment about his walking-stick may be attributed to real
cynicism, but it may also have been bravado on the part of a man who
feared it was too late for the staff to blossom for him.

VI
There is another myth in Dorian Gray, that of Pygmalion, and
Wilde makes this clear when he changes Lord Henry's comment that Dorian
is a "'wonderful creature,"' to "'wonderful creation'" (DG I, 16).

But

there are two Pygmalions in the story.
Basil Hallward is one Pygmalion, making not a statue, but a pic
ture with which he falls in love.

Just as Pygmalion could never love a

living maiden, neither can Basil (DG I, 57).

Like Pygmalion, his art

is enough for him, and he pours all of his devotion and love into his
work, the portrait of Dorian.
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That it is his creation he loves is substantiated by his desire
to stay with the "'real Dorian'" (DG I, 21), the portrait, when Lord
Henry and Dorian go to the theater, as well as his comment that he has
put into the portrait "'the extraordinary romance of which, of course,
I have never dared to speak to him'" (DG I, 10).

Dorian is the one

who makes life "'lovely'" (DG I, 12) for him as Galatea did for Pyg
malion.

Never really knowing the live Dorian, all his life Basil

insists upon viewing him as he has created him, as he is in the por
trait.

For this reason he cannot believe that Dorian becomes degraded,

and for this reason, among others, he dies.
Dorian confirms Basil's role as creator by repeatedly insisting
that Basil is responsible for his depraved state through the creation
of the portrait, and Basil admits as much before he is killed.

Unable

to bear the thought that his creation has been destroyed, that he must
bear responsibility, he cries, "'I have worshipped you too much.
punished for it'" (DG I, 53).

I am

Pygmalion's excessive worship results

in a happy ending; Basil's results in death.
While Basil is an artistic Pygmalion, Lord Henry is an intel
lectual one, who desires to make Dorian's life a work of art.

He

specifically thinks of himself as creator when he reflects that he
will observe Dorian's affair with Sibyl with pleasure.
extent, the lad was his own creation" (DG I, 30).

"To a large

His qualification

seems to indicate h.is realization that Basil, too, has a part in this
creative act.

Thinking that he has "made him premature" (DG I, 30),

Lord Henry reflects that some people's lives are indeed a "real work
of art" (DG I, 30), the implication being that this is what he
intends for Dorian.
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When he learns of Dorian's romantic background, in the Chapter
III added to DG II, he is fascinated.

"To project one's soul . . .

there was real joy in that" (DG II, 69, 70).

Like the Pygmalion he

is, ne is entranced with the idea that Dorian can be fashioned into
almost anything.
As creator, Lord Henry knows Dorian's reactions to an extent;
therefore, when Sibyl dies, he can easily persuade Dorian that as a
result of her death, their affair has become more romantic.

And when

Dorian says that he has done a good deed by sparing Hatty, Lord Henry
immediately and shrewdly asserts that Dorian is thinking of himself.
However, although Lord Henry may have helped to fashion Dorian
to create him, he loses control, and by the end of the novel, he, like
Basil, fails to understand Dorian.

Aware that the subconscious pas

sions can tyrannize, he is not strong enough to control them in Dorian
The theme can be interpreted on two levels.

As a confessional

statement it can be applied to Wilde's experimentation and association
with boys of all walks of life, and his attempts to create of them
works of art, and in them, a sense of beauty.
On a second level, it can be applied exclusively to Wilde him
self.

The artistic Wilde strove to create of himself a work of art

which manifested itself in dandyism, exotic dress, hairstyles, and
the like.

The intellectual Wilde strove to create a self who was a

living work of art through the promulgation of individualism and
self-realization.

Both Lord Henry and Basil fail, and thus Wilde

seems to realize that he is failing.
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VII
According to Jerome Buckley, there was a desire in the last
h. If of the nineteenth century for a cultural synthesis between intelle -t and emotion.

"Almost every Victorian thesis produced its own

antithesis as a ceaseless dialectic worked out its designs" (Buckley,
p. i )•

Certainly Wilde reflects this desire for a synthesis; his

interest in duality is as pervasive as his interest in myth; and he
cons, stently uses contraries and paradoxes to illustrate his philos
ophy, examining aspects of truth and beauty, reality and artificial
ity ii art, Christian and pagan ethics, good and evil, beauty and
uglim.ss, appearance and reality, and the double standard of moral
ity.
This interest was of personal concern to Wilde, because in
order to make of his life a work of art, he had to explore and
attemrt to reconcile the multiple facets of beauty; and as his per
sonal life led him to experiments in vice, he had to justify the
paradox of his actions.

He realized that somehow he had to achieve

a syn hesis, a reconciliation between his artistic aims and his
insti ictual desires, and his struggle is particularly noticeable in
A Hoise of Pomegranates, with the culmination of the struggle in
Pori,n Gray.
The theme of the beautiful body and the ugly soul is, then,
the leit motif that runs through these stories, binding them together
in a record not only of Wilde's attempt to "make art a philosophy and
philosophy an art" (Letters , p. 466), but of his attempt to solve the
conflict that raged within him.
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"The Star-Child" is the earliest of the stories to deal with the
theme, and the first in which the ugly soul is externalized.^

In this

tale of a genius who suffers and atones, Star-child becomes physically
repulsive as a result of his cruelty and pride, his ugliness reflecting
his spiritual regeneration.
to his former beauty.

But he expiates his sins and is restored

The duality is within himself; it is resolved

by himself; and he achieves a synthesis, a re-integration.

As his

alter-ego, Wilde is saying, then, that it is possible for the artist
to subdue feelings of superiority, pride, and egotism.

Be can atone

and achieve an integrated personality.
The young King is endangered by his obsession with beauty and
an unspecified malady which requires an anodyne for pain.

Warned by

three dreams, one of which indicates the danger to his soul, his
atonement is absurdly simple— he merely dons peasant garb— and he
is forgiven.

He, too, achieves a unity of body and soul.

His

excessive love of beauty is never condemned, just as his malady is
never explained, but he is blessed with a sign from God.
In "The Birthday of the Infanta," Wilde presents us with a
paradox.

It is the lovely but cruel and proud princess, representa

tive of the civilized world, who has the ugly soul, while the gro
tesque but innocent dwarf, symbol of the natural world, is spiritually
beautiful.

The Infanta emerges from the story unscathed, while the

innocent dwarf dies of a broken heart.

There is a quest for unity

on the Dwarf's part, but it is thwarted; and so we have the bitter
Wilde's use of the external soul was very likely influenced by
his knowledge of Irish folklore. Both of his parents studied Irish
legends and the universal folklore motif of the external soul occurs
frequently in early Irish literature.
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statement that one who wishes to live a more natural life is doomed in
the world of society.

As in "The Young King," Wilde is not specific,

and so, in order to see what he means by a "natural" life, we must
turn to "The Fisherman and His Soul.”
In "The Fisherman and His Soul," the duality of the beautiful
body and the ugly soul is externalized in the Soul, a separate and
individual character.

What was a conflict in the other tales has

evolved into the completely split personality, as the civilized
world exerts the same disruptive influence that it did in "The
Birthday of the Infanta."

The conflict now is between the sub

conscious, the shadow-side of the personality with its instinctual
desires, and the conscious desire to live a life of harmony and
happiness.
The Fisherman does join the Mermaid for awhile, but she is
unable to hold him.

His Soul, whom he has sent into the world, and

who has become steadily more depraved, tempts him from the sea.

The

Fisherman is unable to withstand the deep-seated passions within him.
Regretting the fact that he yielded to temptation, the Fisher
man tries to rejoin the Mermaid, but she, like the Dwarf, cannot live
after having been associated with the corrupt world.

The depraved

Soul comes to deny its vices in its desire to become re-integrated
with the Fisherman, but this is accomplished only in death.
Wilde's statement is that he desired a life of beauty and
harmony; he tried to deny his deep-seated urges, but they were too
strong.

While he seems to despair of reconciling the two disparate

sides of his personality during his lifetime, he cannot admit that
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either side is to be totally condemned; the miraculous flowers blossom
on the graves of the Mermaid and the Fisherman in a benediction which
approves the pagan union.
The soul and body theme is perhaps the major theme in Dorian
Gray, as Wilde presents us with two aspects of himself, the artist
and the intellectual, which are synthesized in Dorian.

But as the

dialectic works its way, there is another dichotomy, that of Dorian
and his portrait, the "mirror of his soul."

And with Dorian and his

soul there is no synthesis.
Basil states the theme in the beginning of the novel as he
voices his interest in "'the harmony of soul and boy— how much that
is!

We in our madness have separated the two, and have invented a

realism that is bestial, an ideality that is void'" (DG I, 9).
Ostensibly speaking of art, he is also reflecting the dichotomy
that exists between Lord Henry and himself, for Lord Henry is
emblematic of the urge to the bestial, while Basil symbolizes the
body with "an ideality that is void"— void because Wilde, through
Basil, knows that the purely artistic life for which he sought
must be tempered with the life of experience.
Basil, then, represents the thesis— the artist who yearns for
an artistic life, an Hellenic life much the same as the Fisherman
desired.

Putting "'too much of himself'" (DG I, 4), in the portrait,

showing in it "'the secret of [his] own soul'" (DG I, 6), he is
indeed a part of Dorian.
Lord Henry, too, echoes the theme when he reflects:
body, body and soul— how mysterious they were!

"Soul and

There was animalism
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in the soul, and the body had its moments of spirituality" (DG I, 31)
As antithesis and intellectual, his philosophy releases the pent-up
instinctual urges latent in Dorian's soul, a soul which, like the
Fisherman's Soul, is the shadow-side of the personality.
Intrigued by the emotions, Lord Henry reflects that "one's
own soul, and the passions of one's friends— these were the fasci
nating things in life" (DG^ I, 11).

And "to project one's soul . . .

there was real joy in that" (DG I, 69, 70).

But the exertion of

influence is not just an amusing pastime, because to "influence a
person is to give him one's own soul" (DG I, 13).

By extension,

then, Lord Henry is a part of Dorian just as is Basil.
Lord Henry's interest in soul and body leads him to believe
that the only way to investigate their mysteries is to experiment.
And this is a basic difference between Basil and Lord Henry.

Lord

Henry is not interested in artistic harmony so much as he is curi
ous about man, and about himself, in particular.

But this Faustian

urge to know himself leads to experiments which he realizes may be
dangerous.

In what amounts to a confessional statement on Wilde's

part, Lord Henry admits that "it often happened that when we thought
we were experimenting on others we were really experimenting on our
selves" (DG I, 31).
Through his ego projection, Wilde seems to be saying that on
the intellectual level he was curious not only about himself, but
about others.

As a result, he led a life of experimentation, fully

realizing the danger involved.
tion of his actions.
assignations.

This appears to be another justifica

The search for knowledge drove him to his
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A synthesis of the artistic and the intellectual, Dorian has a
love of beauty as well as intellectual curiosity.
lethal.

But the mixture is

His love of beauty becomes excessive and narcissistic; his

intellect drives him to experiment in vice; and the combination
awakens his passions.

’’
"Out of its secret hiding place had crept his

Soul and Desire had come to meet it on the way" (DG I, 29).
A new dichotomy is established when Dorian avows that he would
"give [his] soul" (DG II, 53) to remain young.

Now we see the more

familiar "beautiful body, ugly soul" that Wilde showed us in his fairy
tales, as the portrait, "the mirror of [Dorian's] soul" (DG I, 99),
becomes progressively more hideous as the ever beautiful Dorian
becomes progressively more depraved.
His soul, like the Fisherman's Soul, represents his shadowside, and even though Dorian tries to resist, like the Fisherman, he
cannot.

These deep-seated desires, once released, are too powerful.

Unable to bear the eight of "the living death of his own Soul" (DG I,
99), Dorian slashes the canvas and dies.

Like the Fisherman, he

tries to rid himself of his soul, and like the Fisherman, he fails.
While this is a despairing confession of the inability to
reconcile his disparate desires, Wilde adds a new note in DG II.
When Lord Henry idly asks Dorian, "'What does it profit a man if he
gain the whole world and lose his own soul?"' (DG II, 389), Dorian,
torn by the conflict within him, replies in anguish that "'the soul
is a terrible reality’" (DG II, 399).

And he feels the need to be

punished— "there was purification in punishment" (DG II, 399).
"'Smite us for our inquiries should be the prayer of man to a most
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just God"' (DG II, 399).

Later, as he views his portrait, he believes

that by killing "his monstrous soul life" (DG II, 404), he can be at
peace.
Where before, Dorian felt a mild desire to be good, now he
feels the need of punishment.

Where before, slashing the portrait

would "kill the past" and he "would be free," (DG I, 100), presum
ably to carry out his regular routine, now he feels that it will
destroy the evil within him.

Clearly, in the interval between pub

lication of DG I and DG II, Wilde, through Dorian, had come to feel
the need to be punished, and although he does not admit guilt, he
does seem to believe that "killing" his desires is the necessary
step to take.

However, the end of the novel is an admission of

defeat— to kill the shadow-side is to kill the man.
Dorian's felt need to be purified by suffering became an
integral part of Wilde's philosophy.

His attraction to Christ as

the "Supreme Artist" (Letters, p. 477) increased as the years went
by, and he could see a connection between the "true life of Christ
and the true life of the artist" (Letters, p. 476).

The true art

ist should imitate Christ, and Wilde believed that Christ thought
of "sin and suffering as being in themselves beautiful, holy things,
and modes of perfection" (Letters, p. 486).

Wilde's dictum in De

Profundis can be applied to Dorian's need and to his own:

"Pleasure

for the beautiful body, but Pain for the beautiful Soul" (Letters,
p. 474.

CHAPTER IX

CONCLUSION

There is no external motive power in Dorian Gray, and very
little action.

Basil and Lord Henry talk and set forth their phi

losophies, but what action there is comes from within Dorian.

Even

Dorian's murder of Basil is the result of his inward passions.

It

is apparent, then, that Lord Henry and Basil are symbolic figures
and the story is essentially the psychological narrative of a young
man's decline and fall.

At the end of the novel Dorian's death is

also obviously symbolic; he had gradually killed his own soul as
the story has progressed, and the last new bloodstain on the pic
ture signals the death of the soul.
On the surface level, Dorian Gray is a variation of the Faust
legend.

Dorian barters his soul, leads a life of pleasure and grati

fication of the senses which becomes excessively hedonistic, and dies.
On this level, Lord Henry is the Mephistopheles figure, but he is not
a triumphant Mephistopheles; neither is he evil.

He is a charming,

cynical sophisticate who grows old, wrinkled, and depressed.

Basil

is but a kindly, well-meaning artist and friend to Dorian who is
cruelly murdered as a result of Dorian's insensate rage.

And Dorian

is an easily-influenced, petulant, and weak young man, who dies in a
fit of passion.
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The Faustian myth has had centuries-old appeal, and this fact
undoubtedly accounts to a great degree for the popularity of the novel.
However, the archetypal struggle between body and soul which rages
within Dorian must also be given an equal share of the credit.

It is

ironic that while the struggle is often recognized, it is usually mis
understood.

Wilde's paradoxical method of embuing the soul with the

instinctual desires has confused many.
help to keep the novel from being trite.

Yet his use of body and soul
There is nothing particularly

unusual about his treatment of the Faust theme.

If he had given the

body and soul theme conventional treatment as well, the story might
have sunk into the morass of vapidity.

But for the student of Wilde,

the deeper levels of meaning possibly have more interest.
On the second level of meaning, Dorian Gray is a confessional
tale of an artist who, realizing that he has a multifaceted person
ality, tries to justify his associations with beautiful young boys.
At this level, Basil represents the artist in Wilde who is fascinated
with male beauty, who would like to exert an artistic influence on a
young man, to create in him a sense of beauty.

Lord Henry, on the

other hand, represents Wilde the individualist and hedonist, who is
fascinated with the possibility of influencing a young man, who urges
him to live a life of pleasure, and who condones immorality.

His

apologia is that he will teach the lad how to live a full life.
The two purport to have admirable motives.

Dorian carries

their teachings to excess, but this is not the fault of the artist
or the hedonist.

Dorian was destined to act as he has; he has

inherited certain propensities: the seeds of his destruction are
within him.

At the third level, also confessions., the novel is a dialectic
revealing the conflicts within Wilde.

As before, Basil represents the

artistic side of Wilde's personality while Lord Henry represents his
predilection for hedonism and individualism.

Dorian, at this level of

interpretation, represents the end result of the two opposing aspects
of Wilde.
As Dorian's passion for beauty grows, it becomes narcissistic
and this allows Lord Henry's philosophy to take effect.

In the prac

tice of individualism and hedonism, the desire for bodily pleasures
becomes ascendant.

Lord Henry asserts that one cures the soul with

the senses and the senses with the soul.

Dorian, whose soul is sick

with excess passion for his own beauty, follows the dictum and begins
his odyssey in the world of the senses.

But this, too, is carried to

excess as Dorian realizes when he refers to Tannhaviser as the reflec
tion of the tragedy of his soul.

In his pursuit of beauty, Dorian

loses his soul.
Basil is killed because his was the original fault.
for the beautiful was at the root of the problem.
he represents an idealism chat is dead.

The quest

He is killed because

And finally, he is killed

because he represents, to a degree, the conscience which has been
gradually killed through a life of excess.
Lord Henry is not punished, perhaps because Wilde could not con
demn individualism.

However, in what seems a premonition on Wilde's

part, at the end of the story Lord Henry is divorced; he is downcast;
and he makes reference to a strange period during his life as being
crucial.
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Although Dorian eventually strives to subdue his baser instincts,
he is unable to do so.

His excesses have been too great, and he dies;

thus the novel is an admission of defeat.
With the publication of DG II, the second level of interpreta
tion changes to a degree.

Basil becomes less Important while Lord Henry

assumes much greater stature.

The story now puts much greater stress on

the influence of the hedonistic individualist on the young man.

It

seems that Wilde is denying the importance of the artistic influence,
and/or is more greatly interested in the effects of his philosophy.
While this change is of interest, so also are others which indi
cate the trend of Wilde's thought.

It seems clear that Wilde needed to

further justify his actions both by defending his main characters and
by attacking those people and institutions he considered a threat.
His comments on marriage become more acidulous.
commended.

Infidelity is

Female characters almost without exception are denigrated.

Individualism and immorality are approved.

Lord Henry's scathing

remarks are excused; he is absolved of blame for Dorian's downfall;
his philosophy is defended.
Perhaps the most obvious change in DG II is the elimination of
passages with homosexual connotations, while possibly the most intrigu
ing additions include the information that Dorian realizes his inability
to love, and that he feels the need to be punished.

The most interest

ing character added to DG II is undoubtedly the sophisticated Duchess of
Monmouth, probably the only female in the novel with whom other charac
ters and readers alike can empathize.

It is also interesting to note

that many of Wilde's symbols for hiding the truth were added to DG II —
dust, veil, mist and mask.

-
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It must be admitted that in neither version of the novel can the
plot be considered perfect.

Sibyl's inability to perform once she has

fallen in love is not convincing.
strongly motivated.

Dorian's slaying of Basil is not

It is difficult to understand why Alan Campbell

disposes of Basil's body if he did not have to answer Dorian's note
requesting him to come, and if Vie felt sufficiently sure of himself to
be insolent to Dorian.
upon coincidences.

The whole of the James Vane incident is built

He happens to be in the opium den.

be at the window when Dorian looks out.

He happens to

He happens to be in the

thicket when the hare is shot at.
Wilde recognized that he could not describe action (Letters,
p. 255).

This is particularly evident in DG II in the scene where

James Vane follows Dorian from the opium den, and attempts to kill

him.
"Keep quiet," said the man. "If you stir, I shoot you."
"You are mad. What have I done to you?"
"You wrecked the life of Sibyl Vane," was the answer, "and
Sibyl Vane was my sister. She killed herself. I know it. Her
death is at your door. I swore I would kill you in return.
For years I have sought you. I had no clue, no trace. The two
people who could have described you were dead. I knew nothing
of you but the pet name she used to call you. I heard it
tonight by chance. Make your peace with God, for to-night you
are going to die."
Dorian Gray grew sick with fear. "I never knew her," he
stammered.
"I never heard of her. You are mad."
"You had better confess your sin, for as sure as I am
James Vane, you are going to die." There was a horrible
moment. Dorian did not know what to say or do. "Down on
your knees!" growled the man. "I give you one minute to
make your peace— mo more." (DG II, 346, 347).
Wilde's characters talk, but they do not do anything.

Not only

did Wilde have difficulty in describing action but also in reproducing
life-like conversation in more or less ordinary situations.

Dorian's

conversation with Mrs. Leaf, his housekeeper is a case in point.

Dorian, about to hide his portrait, is extremely nervous and
suspicious of even his loyal valet.

Yet when Mrs. Deaf appears with

the keys to the playroom, their conversation is inane and Dorian’s
jocular, almost coy, attitude is completely out of keeping with his
of mind.
"Well, Master Dorian," she said, "what can I do for you?
I beg your pardon, sir,"— here came a courtesy,— "I shouldn't
call you Master Dorian any more. But, Lord bless you, sir, I
have known you since you were a baby, and many's the trick
you've played on poor old Leaf. Not that you were not always
a good boy, sir: but boys will be boys, Master Dorian, and
jam is a temptation to the young, isn't it:, sir?"
He laughed. "You must always call me Master Dorian, Leaf.
I will be very angry with you if you don't. And I assure you
I am quite as fond of jam now as I used to be. Only whan I am
asked out to tea I am never offered any. I want you to give
me the key of the room at the top of the house" (DG I, 59)
Wilde evidently realized his failure in this scene; Mrs. Leaf
becomes more taciturn in DC? II, and Dorian is almost brusque, as more
befits his inner turmoil.
Mrs. Leaf bustled into the library. He asked her for the
key of the schoolroom.
"The old schoolroom, Mr. Dorian?" she exclaimed.
"Why it
is full of dust. I must get it arranged, and put straight
before you go into it. It is not fit for you to see, sir.
It is not, indeed."
"I don't want it put straight, Leaf.
I only want the key"
(DG II, 217).
While the change in this passage shows an improvement, the
improvement is not pervasive.

In the added Chapter V, for example,

Sibyl's conversation with her jealous brother James about Dorian is
just as artificial as her performance will be. later.
"He is a gentleman," said the lad, sullenly.
"A Prince!" she cried, musically.
"What more do you want?"
"He wants to enslave you."
"I shudder at the thought of being free."
"I want you to beware of him."
"To see him is to worship him, to know him is to trust him"
(DG II, 126).

On the other hand, where DG 1 shows some evidence of Wilde Its
powers at witty, society conversation, DG II shows a marked increase
in the ability, an ability which was to make his dramas famous (see
Chapter II, p. 48).
The descriptive material added to DG II shows a predilection
on Wilde's part for decorative prose, as when Lord Henry amuses lunCih'^
eon guests at Lady Agatha's.

Wilde comments:

The praise of folly, as he went on, soared into a philosophy,
and Philosophy herself became young, and catching the mad
music of Pleasure, wearing, one might fancy, her wine-stained
robe and wreath of ivy, danced like a Bacchante over the hills
of life, and mocked the slow Silenus for being sober. Facts
fled before her like frightened forest things. Her white feet
trod the huge press at which wise Omar sits,, till the seething-;*
grape-juice rose round her bare limbs in waves of purple bub
bles, or crawled in red foam over the vat's black, dripping,
sloping sides. It was an extraordinary improvisation (DG IT,
79, 80).
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Wilde's propensity for the exotic is particularly evident
incident when Dorian arrives home after leaving Sibyl.
The sky was pure opal now, and the roofs of the houses glis
tened like silver against it. As he was passing through the
library towards the door of his bedroom, his eye fell upon
the portrait Basil Hallward had painted of him (DG I, 41).
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In DC II, the second of these two comparatively simple sentences is So:$ $ ( < ■ '
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in almost a full page of description which is typical of Wilde's ’use of
exotic colors, fire, and Italianate appurtenances.
The sky was pure opal now, and the roofs of the houses glis
tened like silver against it. From some chimney opposite a
thin wreath of smoke was rising. It curled, a violet riband,
through the nacre-coloured air.
In the huge gilt Venetian lantern, spoil of some Doge's
barge, that hung from the ceiling of the great oak-panelled
hall of entrance, lights were still burning from three
flickering jets: thin blue petals of flame they seemed,
rimmed with white fire. He turned them out, and having
thrown his hat and cape on the table, passed through the
library towards the door of his bedroom, a large octagonal

8H
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chamber on the ground floor that, in his new-born feeling for
luxury, he had just had decorated for himself, and hung with
some curious Renaissance tapestries that had been discovered
stored in a disused attic at Selby Royal. As he was turning
the handle of the door, he eye fell upon the portrait Basil
Hallward had painted of him (DG II, 165, 166).
As a whole, DC! I appears to be far superior to DG II.

The form

is more illustrative of the struggle between Basil and Lord Henry and
the relationship among the three men.

The plot is tighter; the story

moves quickly and economically to the denouement.

In DG II, the story

of James Vane, and the added information on Sybil Vane do nothing to
advance the plot.

The added examples of Lord Henry's wit are enter

taining and his philosophy is interesting, but they, too, are not
necessary to the story.
Basil's decorative prose tends to become rather overdone in DG
II, while the conversations and description of the action pertaining to
Sibyl and James Vane resemble a third rate melodrama at times.
Wilde may have wished to give an air of perversity to his novel
with his perfumed prose; if so, he succeeded, especially insofar as his
contemporaries were concerned.

The reader of today may not particularly

care for the style, but certainly iti DG; I, the "purple prose" is not so
pervasive as to be objectionable.

It has a curious fascination all its

own.
The witty conversation is entertaining in both versions, just
as are many of the conversations of Lord Henry, Basil, and Dorian.
While there is some stilted conversation in DG I, by far the prepon
derance is in DG II.
So far as characters are concerned, Sibyl is more believable in
the short appearance she makes in DG I, than in DG II.

James Vane seems

m
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to be the typical stock character of a melodrama.

He has no depth, no

personality.
Basil, Dorian, and Lord Henry do not basically change from one
version to the other.
hearted

Generally speaking, Basil is idealistic, kind-

gullible and weak.

He spends most of his time telling Dorian

to be good.
Dorian is described as brainless in the beginning of the novel
(both versions).

He may not be brainless, but he is assuredly weak.

Subject to the influence of Basil, Lord Henry, and all of literature,
he seems to have no will of his own, vacillating back and forth, unable
to decide whether to be good or to be bad.

Wilde tells us that Dorian

has exerted his will on others but we see little, if any evidence of
this on Dorian's part.

What we do see is a tremendous egoism.

Dorian

is the protagonist, but one with whom it is difficult if not impossible
to empathize.
It does not seem that Wilde's novel can claim, then, to be a
success based on its characterizations.
lack verisimilitude.

Except for Lord Henry, they

Lord Henry, who does nothing but talk, would

seem to be the most likely candidate for the least life-like charac
ter.

Paradoxically, he is the most compelling.

This is due only in

part to his characterization as Mephistopheles.
It does not sound exceedingly reasonable that a man could, by
talk alone, completely dominate another, influencing him to the extent
that he ruins his life.

Yet this, ostensibly, is what Lord Henry does,

and it is believable.
That Lord Henry is believable is a tribute to Wilde's powers.
Wilde was a brilliant conversationalist, and in Lord Henry he was able
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to project his own ability.

Lord Henry, the Faust theme, and the body

and soul theme appear to be the responsible factors for the popular
success of the novel.
It is interesting to note that almost all of the themes in
Wild

earlier wois-s can be found in Dorian Gray, and that these

themes are concerned with his personal problem.

As a result, we

have a record, through Wilde's writings, of his feelings of guilt,
his presentiment of doom, his inner conflict, his attempt to justify
his actions, his belief, for a time, that he could be vindicated,
and finally, a despairing confession that he could not reconcile
the hedonist with the artist.
Forms, symbols, characters, and themes, all reinforce each
other, all point to the meaning of the novel.

Wilde fully realized

that his work was revelatory when he wrote from prison to Lord
Alfred Douglas:

"You knew what my Art was to me, the great primal

note by which I had revealed, first myself to myself, and then
myself to the world" (Letters, p. 447).

Later in the same letter,

he added that "I hope to live long enough, and to produce work of
such a character, that I shall be able at the end of my days to say,
"Yes: this is just where the artistic life leads a man" (Letters,
p. 488).
Gray.

Ironically, he did just that in The Picture of Dorian
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